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MURFREESBORO, Tenn. — A Rutherford County judge's ambiguous ruling in a high-profile 

mosque case has left him open to charges of discrimination from religious freedom and First 

Amendment experts, who say the local Muslims and a community newspaper are being treated 

unfairly. 

Chancellor Robert Corlew's decision last week that county officials violated Tennessee's Open 

Meetings Act has thrown open the issue of whether government officials have a special duty to 

tell constituents about matters that might upset them — even if there have not yet been any 

complaints. 

The ruling also could fan an ongoing debate in the Legislature over whether paid advertisements 

in newspapers, particularly those with low circulations, should continue to be the main way local 

governments tell the public what they're doing. 

Corlew's ruling offers mixed messages, religious and good-government groups say. 

On the one hand, it upholds public notice and religious freedom laws. But the decision does so in 

a way that suggests not all religious organizations and newspapers are created equal. 

"It's problematic from a number of perspectives," said Larry Crain, senior counsel for the Church 

Law Institute, a Brentwood organization that advises churches on legal issues. "If that ruling is 

allowed ultimately to set precedent, it will affect a cross section of religious communities 

nationwide." 

Corlew ruled Tuesday that the Rutherford County Regional Planning Commission did not do 

enough to inform the public ahead of time of the 2010 meeting at which they approved plans to 

build the Islamic Center of Murfreesboro on land zoned to permit a religious institution. Corlew 

ordered the commission to reconsider the mosque's application at a properly publicized meeting, 

but he declined to stop construction of the mosque itself, which is slated to open this summer. 

The planning commission approved the mosque as part of its routine business at a regularly 

scheduled meeting on a Monday morning in May 2010. Other matters on the agenda that day 

included reviewing plans for a storage facility, a request for a fire hydrant waiver and proposed 

sign regulations. 

The commission had advertised the meeting in the Murfreesboro Post , a semiweekly newspaper 

that publishes online and circulates in print through most of Rutherford County. Officials there 

have used the Post regularly to circulate notice of meetings since a 2007 opinion from the state 

attorney general said newspapers that publish at least once a week, contain general interest news 

and are available throughout a county meet the standards of the state Open Meetings Act. 

 


