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By 2004, the National Day of Prayer observance had become something of a tradition in Troy, Michigan. For 
the past ten years, it was held on the steps of City Hall; since 2001, this area has been known as “Veterans’ 
Plaza.” Each year, the local coordinator requested a resolution from the City Council allowing for the 
observance of the National Day of Prayer -- and for permission to display a large banner on the columns of 
City Hall. The City pitched in for the event:  staff offered practical assistance and loaned sound systems, 
microphones, podiums and chairs. The Mayor and City Council attended the observance and often offered 
remarks. But in May 2004, the Mayor turned the microphone over to a Troy resident named Padma Kuppa, 
and for the first time, a Hindu voice was heard at the city’s observance of the National Day of Prayer. 

Until then, the event was presumptively -- if not officially -- Christian. The planners, the speakers, and the 
prayers had all been Christian. As Kuppa’s prayers “Om shanti…” echoed across Veterans’ Plaza, some 
believed that the Day of Prayer observance had become more representative of Troy, Michigan’s second most 
diverse city. To others, including Troy’s National Day of Prayer Coordinator, Lori Wagner, the forced 
inclusion of prayers from another faith altered the spirit of the event. Amidst the differences of opinion, one 
thing seemed clear: the National Day of Prayer in Troy would never be the same again. 

The City of Troy 

While some people think of Troy as a suburb of Detroit, it was formally incorporated as a city in 1955. Home 
to the corporate headquarters of many major U.S. businesses, Troy is a relatively affluent city known for its 
award-winning public schools. In 2004, Troy was ranked as the nation’s 6th safest city. According to the 2000 
census, Troy has a population of just over 80,000 people; the city’s total area is 33.6 square miles. While the 
majority of the population is white, Troy has the highest percentage of Asians of any city in Michigan: 13.25% 
of the total population identifies as Asian.1 As of 2004, the city had more than 50 places of worship, including 
large and influential evangelical Christian churches, mainline Protestant churches, a range of Orthodox 
churches -- Antiochian, Coptic, Greek, and Romanian -- as well as one synagogue and one Hindu temple. 

Troy’s Observance of the National Day of Prayer 

The National Day of Prayer was first observed in the City of Troy in 1995, organized by the Troy National 
Day of Prayer Task Force. It was affiliated with the national office of the Task Force, in Colorado Springs, 
which oversees thousands of state and local events across the U.S. each year. In 1996, the City of Troy issued a 
proclamation of the National Day of Prayer, as drafted by the local task force: 

WHEREAS, in 1775, the Continental Congress declared the first National Day of Prayer; and in 1952, 
both houses of Congress called on the President to set aside one day each year as the National Day of 
Prayer; and 

WHEREAS, on May 5, 1988, Congress passed a bill making the first Thursday of each May the 
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WHEREAS, the United States of America is beset with a tidal wave of violence, both juvenile and 
adult, teenage pregnancies, dysfunctional families, and a host of problems which are tearing apart our 
societal fabric; and 
 
WHEREAS, it is no coincidence that these problems are occurring as values of faith are swept from 
the public square, replaced by postmodern moral relativism which rejects concepts such as right and 
wrong and personal responsibility; and 
 
WHEREAS, such a philosophy is at odds with the heritage of Americans, who historically have 
shared a broad consensus of religiously-inspired transcendent values, even while insisting on religious 
freedom; and 
 
WHEREAS, the power of prayer, and the power of God through prayer, have been at the core of the 
shared American experience throughout history; 
 
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT KNOWN, that the City Council of the City of Troy hereby proclaims 
May 2, 1996, as the National Day of Prayer in the City of Troy and joins with our President and our 
Governor and other communities in encouraging our fellow citizens to join in prayer, asking that 
God’s light might illuminate the minds and hearts of our people and our leaders, so that we may meet 
the challenges that lie before us with courage and wisdom and justice.2 

 
An “American Hindu,” Padma Kuppa 
 
At the center of the National Day of Prayer controversy that began was a forty-something mother of two. 
Padma Kuppa served as Girl Scout co-leader and was Parent-Teacher Organization Carnival Chairperson and 
Junior Great Books Coordinator at her children’s public elementary school. She enjoyed being active in her 
local community and at the Bharatiya Temple. In 2002, she had been instrumental in forming Troy’s Ethnic 
Issues Advisory Board.   
 
Born in India, Kuppa came to the U.S. at the age of four. As the daughter of academics, she spent most of her 
childhood in a diverse and progressive college town in New York, part of junior high outside of Boston, and 
then, in the suburbs of D.C. When she went back to India as a fifteen-year-old, she felt like an outsider; in the 
US, she had felt at home. Kuppa returned to New York for graduate school in engineering and began seeking 
out the Hindu tradition on her own. As one who grew up largely outside of a Hindu context, she always felt a 
pull towards the tradition. Perhaps it was genetic: Kuppa came from a long line of Vedic scholars. 
 
When Kuppa moved with her husband and young children to Troy in 1999, she was pleased to be settling in a 
city with a large and active Hindu temple. While many who were part of the Hindu community in Troy came 
to the U.S. as adults, Kuppa related to the experiences of the second generation: children who were growing up 
in America. She understood what it was to be part of a minority group and also an American. She was proud to 
describe herself as an “American Hindu,” as he felt that both her country and her faith were grounded in 
democracy: “Everybody’s perspective is valid.” 3 

 

She was aware that the City of Troy had faced controversies about public displays of religion: in 2003, the 
Ethnic Issues Advisory Board was asked to make a recommendation to the City Council regarding holiday 
displays on city property. The Board conducted an informal survey of local faith communities, and the results 
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were telling: 1/3 wanted exclusively Christian displays; 1/3 wanted every religion to be represented; 1/3 
wanted no religious holiday displays at all on city property. For her part, there was no issue with Christmas 
trees and nativity scenes. “It’s not a big deal as a Hindu to accept that Jesus Christ is also a valid path to God. 
‘Truth is One; the wise call it by various names.’ (Ekam Sat Viprah Bahuda Vadanti) That is why I call myself 
an American Hindu.” At home, in addition to the altar at which she performs her prayers (puja), she has a copy 
of the Bible, the Qu’ran, and a book of children’s Bible stories. 
 
Kuppa felt it was critical to be involved in service and outreach as a member of the Hindu community. 
Through the Ethnic Issues Advisory Board, she became active in a range of city events and served on a 
committee to organize Troy’s annual Faith Community Prayer Breakfast: in 2004, the theme was “Let 
Freedom Ring.” That April, she learned that a fellow committee member, Lori Wagner, coordinated Troy’s 
observance of the National Day of Prayer. She contacted Wagner to ask how the Hindu community might 
participate and recalled that Wagner told her that it was “too late” – the programs had already been printed. At 
the time, Kuppa knew little about the event but felt it was important for the growing Hindu community to be 
represented. She emailed the Mayor, Louise Schilling, and the Troy City Council members, asking for help.   
 
When Kuppa received a response from Mayor Schilling, who welcomed the participation of the Hindu 
community, she was thrilled. Schilling offered up time for Kuppa during the traditional Mayor’s opening 
remarks. After consulting with the temple’s priest, Kuppa came to the steps of City Hall to offer a simple 
prayer for peace: “Everybody should be well… Om shanti, shanti, shanti.” It was the first time the National 
Day of Prayer observance on the steps of Troy’s City Hall included a non-Christian prayer. 
 
January 2005, An Email to City Hall 
 
In preparation for the 2005 event, Wagner initiated a request for the National Day of Prayer observance to City 
Hall. Wagner worked part time at City Hall, so she knew many of the staff personally. She sent an email to a 
City staffer; her message was as friendly and casual as it was brief: 
 

Hi, there, Cindy! 
 
Hope this is a better time for you now that the ball field issue is settled! 
 
I am writing to request a spot on the agenda to obtain permission from the Council for the National 
Day of Prayer-Troy Judeo-Christian observance to be held at City Hall on Thursday, May 5, 2005, at 
noon. 
 
We appreciate the City’s eleven years of support.  
  
Please advise when this will be scheduled. Thanks for your help!4 

 

Request Received, Implications Understood 
 
In past years, the City Council was asked to issue a resolution for permission to hold “an observance for the 
National Day of Prayer”; the City Council understood well the clarification implicit in Wagner’s email – and 
the dilemma that was now before them. 
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Before the request would come before City Council on March 7, 2005, the City Attorney prepared a memo 
outlining some of the critical legal issues. [See ancillary materials]5 One of the key issues raised was whether 
the city needed to officially designate the area in front of City Hall as a “public forum.” In doing so, it would 
recognize the way that the space had been used in the past, which was not limited to city-sponsored events. 
Designating the area as a public forum would enable the city to resolve the dispute without further 
involvement: applications would be approved in the order of the date received, not based on their relative 
merits or inclusiveness. The city would not officially endorse any event held in the “public forum,” but some 
wondered if location– Veterans’ Plaza, City Hall steps – carried with it an implicit endorsement. Further, a 
“public forum” would necessarily be open for use by any organization, including the Nazi party or the KKK. 
 
Researching and Reaching Out 
 
In February, Kuppa began researching the National Day of Prayer, and emerged with more questions than 
answers. She went online to “Ask the White House,” directing her question to Jim Towey, then the Director of 
the Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives: 
 

Padma, from Troy, MI writes:  Is the National Day of Prayer only for those of Judeo-Christian faiths, 
or are all faith communities involved? What efforts will the President take to ensure participation by 
all faith communities in the United States? 
 
Jim Towey:  Hi. The National Day of Prayer is organized by Dr. and Mrs. Dobson, who are 
Christians, but last year, for example, at the White House there were people from all different faiths. 
The President loves the fact that in America you are free to worship God in any way you choose, or to 
not have any faith at all. He loves the "freedom of religion" and the right to freely exercise one's faith, 
and the right of the individual not to worship. That is pluralism at its finest.6 

 

In early March, Kuppa saw that the National Day of Prayer was on the City Council agenda for March 7. She 
was shocked to see that a formal request had been made for a “Judeo-Christian observance.” On March 5, 
2005, she wrote a letter to City Council. It cited her inquiry to the White House, and noted: 
 

Ours is an inclusive nation, and so too our city must be an inclusive one. If the National Day of Prayer 
is for everyone, why can’t the City of Troy’s celebration of it also be for everyone? I would hope that 
your proclamation would be a celebration of what Troy is, instead of pitting us one ethnic or faith 
community against another.7 

 
At the same time, Kuppa began to realize that this was an issue much larger than she had originally imagined 
and started reaching out. Rabbi Arnie Sleutenberg and Michael Silverstein from Congregation Shir Tikvah 
offered warmth, responsiveness, and understanding: “They know what it is to be a persecuted minority.” She 
called some of her friends in town -- Baha’i, Muslim, Jewish, and Christian – and contacted the National 
Conference for Community and Justice (NCCJ). 
 
Branded a “troublemaker” by those who opposed her, she was pleased to find many in Troy who shared her 
view. She could only hope that the City Council would feel the same way. 
 
March 7, A Resolution Proposed 
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By March 7, the citizens who gathered at the City Council meeting were sharply divided. During the meeting, 
Wagner commented: “Diversity is a wonderful thing, I agree. But diversity does not amalgamate us or make us 
one.”8 Some council members agreed that a Christian group should not be forced to include participants from 
other faith traditions and suggested that other groups could hold events after the Christian observance 
concluded. Another council member asked if several groups could gather separately, but at the same time. 
 
During the meeting, Kuppa felt a range of emotions: disappointment, aggravation, anger, and disbelief. That 
night, she felt a strong sense that her ideal of America was being undermined. She had chosen to return to 
America in part because of the “rosy-hued” picture she had painted from the palette of her childhood. She 
knew she had to stand up not only for herself, but for what she believed to be “the essential truths for America: 
that we are a country that is based on religious freedom and can engage in civilized dialogue, and respect one 
another across all boundaries.” Kuppa found strength from those who stood shoulder-to-shoulder with her: 
Rev. Rich Peacock of Troy First United Methodist Church, her friends from Shir Tikvah, Mansoor Ahmad of 
the Islamic Association of Greater Detroit, and the Robeles of the Baha’i community. 
 
By the time the resolution came before City Council, the language had been changed: Rabbi Sleutenberg had 
explained that the Jewish community wanted no part of an exclusive event. Mayor Schilling wanted to be sure 
the resolution omitted the words “city of” when referring to Troy. She added, “If this resolution passes, I will 
not be attending this year. I think it is not a good idea for us to be segregated.”9 Ultimately, the resolution was 
made to grant the request for “National Day of Prayer-Christian Observance” at Veterans’ Plaza. The vote was 
3:2: the request was denied.10 Later that evening, Kuppa was stopped in the parking lot by a man who wanted 
to offer a word of thanks as well as a warning: “You have no idea what you’re up against.” 
 
Letters to the Editor 
 
After the meeting, Kuppa followed the coverage of the National Day of Prayer dispute in the press. She wrote 
a letter to the editor, “Prayer celebration should reflect ethnic diversity of Troy,” which offered a chronology 
of the events and a clarification of her point of view. In doing so, she quoted a New York Times editorial 
written on the disputes over public expressions of religion taking place across the nation: 
 

‘The founders may not have anticipated a country with many Hindu and Buddhist Americans, but they 
were wise enough to write a document that protects their rights. Our increasingly diverse nation must 
not appear to prefer some religions, and some citizens, over others.’11 

 
Lori Wagner also drafted a letter to the editor to outline the point of view of Troy’s NDP Task Force: 
 

… Our position is that diversity does not amalgamate our faiths, forcing us to merge into one belief 
system on any subject – religion or otherwise. Instead it allows the freedom to function within our 
subgroups while at the same time offering mutual respect for one another’s beliefs.   
 
Diversity is something to be valued, but our Constitution and the Bill of Rights of the United States of 
America is a higher value. If citizens can’t meet on the steps of City Hall, where has our freedom 
gone? If Veterans’ Plaza is open to anyone, it must legally be open to all. Our state and national 
capitals have “first-come first-served” systems in place for any group to meet, the only restrictions 
being on the sound, litter, etc. – not the content of the message. This isn’t about religion. It’s about Do N
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every citizen’s right to peacefully assemble on public property and should be of paramount concern to 
all U.S. citizens. 
 
We hope that by working with the city in a spirit of compromise we can have a resolution in this 
matter pleasing to all. …12 

 
As Kuppa read the editorial, she wasn’t sure what sort of compromise was possible, given the sharp divergence 
in their viewpoints. But she was certain that this issue was far from over. 
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