State of Georgia Fired Doctor and Lay Pastor for Content of Sermons; First
Liberty Files Lawsuit, April 21, 2016
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When Dr. Eric Walsh, a top health official and lay pastor for his church, was fired from the
Georgia Department of Public Health (DPH), it wasn’t for anything he did or said on the job. He
was fired for what he preached in sermons. Now, his case will finally go to court.

First Liberty attorneys filed a lawsuit on Walsh’s behalf on Wednesday, following receipt of a
Right to Sue letter from the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).

Just days after Georgia’s DPH hired Dr. Walsh as a District Health Director in 2014, they fired
him. The reason? The government didn’t like the sermons he preached for his Seventh Day
Adventist Church on the weekends.

First Liberty responded in 2014 by filing an official complaint with the EEOC. The Right to Sue
letter was issued in February.

“Religious liberty means we should be able to find sanctuary in our own sanctuary,” said
Jeremy Dys, Senior Counsel for First Liberty. “If the government is allowed to fire someone over
what he said in his sermons, then they can come after any of us for our beliefs on anything.”

“We must ensure every American has the right to talk about their faith at church without getting
fired or being barred from public service,” he added.

RELIGIOUS DISCRIMINATION UNDERMINES A PUBLIC SERVICE

Holding both a medical degree and a Doctorate in Public Health, Walsh has served on the
Obama administration’s Presidential Advisory Council on HIV/AIDs and as a board member of
the Latino Health Collaborative. Walsh also served as an associate pastor with his Seventh Day
Adventist Church.

“My faith is important to me,” Walsh said in a statement for the EEOC. “I regularly speak about
my faith at churches and religious conferences.” When Walsh was offered the position of District
Health Director for Georgia’s DPH in May 2014, he readily accepted and was hired.

But things took an abrupt turn for the worse when DPH officials demanded to see copies of his
sermons.



DPH’s Director of Human Resources sent an email to other DPH employees regarding Walsh’s
sermons, stating:

“OK...I have an assignment for several of us. We have to listen to his sermons on YouTube
tonight. If we take a couple of hours each, then we should cover our bases.”

Walsh’s sermon topics included following Christ, having compassion on the poor, health,
marriage, sexuality, world religions, science, and creationism.

On May 16, 2014, DPH fired Dr. Walsh, terminating his position with the Georgia DPH. Two
DPH officials also called Walsh that same day and left him a voicemail. The end of the
voicemail recorded the DPH officials laughing and saying things “you’re out,” after they
apparently thought the call had ended. Listen to the voicemail here.

“They have to understand being in the field, that me not getting that job is tantamount to the
complete destruction of a career,” Walsh said. “And when they laughed [in the voicemail], I
mean, it was almost too much to bear.”

FIRST LIBERTY LEGAL ACTION—PROTECTING EMPLOYEE RIGHTS

First Liberty joined with co-counsel at law firm Parks, Chesin & Walbert in September 2014 to
file an official charge of discrimination with the EEOC on Walsh’s behalf. The complaint
charged the State of Georgia DPH with religious discrimination and retaliation.

“No one should be fired for simply expressing his religious beliefs,” said Andrew Coffman,
partner at Parks, Chesin & Walbert. “In America, it is against the law to fire an employee for
expressing his religious beliefs—especially when that expression takes place at church.”

First Liberty filed the lawsuit in the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Georgia on
Wednesday, April 20, 2016. Since then, multiple news outlets have covered Walsh’s story,
including Fox News Opinion, Breitbart, and National Review.

“If this is allowed to stand,” Walsh said, “it sets an incredibly terrible precedent in this country
that’s supposed to be founded on certain inherent freedoms and rights. And if this is erased for
Eric Walsh, it is erased for generations to come.”


https://firstliberty.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Walsh-Voicemail.mp3
http://www.foxnews.com/opinion/2016/04/20/fired-for-preaching-georgia-dumps-doctor-over-church-sermons.html
http://www.breitbart.com/big-government/2016/04/20/federal-lawsuit-doctor-allegedly-fired-by-state-of-georgia-over-church-sermons/
http://www.nationalreview.com/article/434297/eric-walsh-georgia-public-health-doctor-fired-christian-beliefs

