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In the News 

Last month, President Joe Biden announced a vaccine requirement for health care workers, 

employees of federal contractors and businesses with more than 100 employees, allowing 

exemptions for religious and medical reasons.  

During the course of the pandemic, various public health measures (such as face masks, social 

distancing, stay-at-home orders, limits on social gatherings and travel restrictions) have been 

implemented in efforts to halt the spread of the coronavirus. Public support for and opposition to 

these measures has varied, depending on the circumstances. Of particular concern to many has 

been the desire to protect the constitutional right to free exercise of religion during a global 

health emergency.  

The government can temporarily limit in-person communal worship and religious exercise if 

truly necessary to protect public safety, as long as it does not discriminate against religious 

entities or treat secular organizations, businesses and activities, such as mass protests or 

gatherings, more favorably. Courts have also ruled that there must be a compelling state interest 

that cannot be satisfied by lesser restrictions.    

When Nevada created indoor attendance limits that treated churches and casinos differently, 

some churches objected that the policies were not being applied consistently. They were not 

asking for a special accommodation, but only for non-discriminatory, even-handed treatment.  

Consistency works both ways. Applicants for religious exemptions are usually expected to be 

able to demonstrate consistency in order to prevail in their requests for relief. If parents have no 

problem with mask requirements when their children participate in sports or other activities such 

as trick-or-treating on Halloween, their objections to wearing masks to help prevent the spread of 

Covid-19 would be deemed inconsistent, for example. Or an applicant who has been vaccinated 

for other diseases would have a hard time proving that they have a genuine religious conviction 

preventing them from being inoculated against Covid-19. 

Alana Genderson, an attorney specializing in labor and employment law, said that employers 

who require that their workers be vaccinated also receive requests for religious exemptions. To 

assess whether a worker's religious belief is "sincerely held" is no easy matter. Some factors 

employers may consider include "whether the employee's behavior is inconsistent with the 

professed belief; the accommodation constitutes a desirable benefit likely to be sought for 

secular reasons; the timing of the request renders it suspect; or the employer has an objective 

reason to believe the accommodation is not sought for religious reasons," Genderson explained. 
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According to John R. Vile, professor of political science at Middle Tennessee State University 

and the author of A Companion to the United States Constitution and Its Amendments, as long as 

laws serve "a compelling state interest," such as public health; are neutral and generally 

applicable; and provide "the least restrictive means of achieving the state interest," individuals 

and institutions are not exempt from the obligation to obey them. 

Rabbi Shmuel Herzfeld told NPR's Michel Martin, "I believe that what ... gets people really 

upset is the inconsistency of seeing bars open and restaurants open and then synagogues closed 

because for many people I know who I spend time with, it's much more essential to be able to go 

and pray every day than to be able to go to a bar or to a restaurant." 

The Rev. Thomas McKenzie, an Anglican priest, remarked that some activities in houses of 

worship may be safer than analogous activities in other locations, because of health protocols 

religious leaders have established that are not necessarily standard elsewhere. "It is a very safe 

environment -- much more safe, in my opinion, than going into a restaurant where, by definition, 

everyone has to take their masks off," McKenzie said.  

Imam Rizwan Ali, the religious director at the Islamic Center of Naperville in Naperville, 

Illinois, indicated that they normally would stand shoulder to shoulder during worship, but they 

now do what is essential -- praying -- by adapting their methods so they are wearing masks and 

staying at greater distances while praying. "The overall teachings of the religion take precedence 

over some of the practices that we used to think were essential," Ali said, adding, "but the 

essential aspects are even more important, which includes keeping everybody safe within the 

community." 

Legal experts and advocates for religious liberty seem to agree on one thing: the need for 

consistency, both in the way governmental authorities craft and apply laws and orders, and in the 

way citizens seek redress or exemptions from such regulations.  

Caroline Mala Corbin, a law professor at the University of Miami School of Law, wrote, "Our 

constitutional rights are precious, but none of them are absolute. Even the right to religious 

liberty is not absolute, especially if exercising it endangers others. After all, without life, there 

can be no liberty or pursuit of happiness."  

More on this story can be found at these links: 

Don't Let Religious Liberty Claims Mask Bad Faith Arguments. Christianity Today 

Balancing Coronavirus Limitations With Religious Liberty. NPR 

Religious Liberty in a Pandemic. Duke Law Journal 
Religious Liberty in a Time of Crisis. Adventist Liberty 

What Does the Supreme Court's Midnight Covid Ruling Really Mean for Religious 

Liberty? Baptist News 

The Big Questions 
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1. Under what circumstances, if any, should people be permitted to be exempt from following a 

law they don't like for some reason?    

2. How can a business or government agency determine the legitimacy of a person's request for a 

religious exemption from following a law, public health directive or mandate?  

3. When one person's right to life and desire to protect life conflicts with another person's right to 

freely exercise their religion, which right takes priority? Explain. 

4. How, if at all, might face masks, vaccination, social distancing or limitations on gatherings for 

public worship infringe on a person's free exercise of religion? When, if ever, might such 

measures be warranted? 

5. How might the basis for a request for a religious exemption differ, depending on which public 

health measure a person found objectionable?  

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Matthew 4:5-7 

Then the devil took [Jesus] to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying 

to him, "If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 

'He will command his angels concerning you,' 

    and 'On their hands they will bear you up, 

so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.'" 

Jesus said to him, "Again it is written, 'Do not put the Lord your God to the test.'" (For context, 

read Matthew 4:1-11.) 

This is the second of three temptations Jesus faced during his 40-day fast in the wilderness. In 

this test, the devil quoted a passage from Psalm 91, perhaps assuming that by using a respected 

text, his challenge would be more palatable to Jesus. 

But Jesus recognized two things: First, we do not have license to twist a biblical text to make it 

say what we want to hear so that we can do whatever we please. And second, we are not to 

intentionally defy the laws of nature God has put in place for our protection, to prove that those 

laws don't apply to us or that we are somehow above those laws. To do so would be to misapply 

the promises of God. 

Questions: How might people misuse texts such as Psalm 91 when facing a time of pestilence? 

How might well-meaning Christians "put the Lord [our] God to the test" during a pandemic?  

Matthew 22:17, 19-21 

[The Pharisees asked Jesus,] "Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the 
emperor, or not?" ... [Jesus said,] "Show me the coin used for the tax." And they brought him a 
denarius. Then he said to them, "Whose head is this, and whose title?" They answered, "The 
emperor's." Then he said to them, "Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the 
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emperor's, and to God the things that are God's." (For context, read Matthew 22:15-22.) 

Psalm 24:1 

The earth is the LORD's and all that is in it, 
    the world, and those who live in it ... (For context, read Psalm 24:1-10.) 

The Pharisees, together with the Herodians, sought to trip Jesus up with a "Gotcha!" question, 

thinking that no matter how Jesus answered them, he would be in trouble with somebody. If 

Jesus said yes, the common people would reject him, since they resented having to pay taxes to 

the colonizing conqueror. If he said no, he could be brought up on charges of sedition by that 

same ruler. 

First, the questioners tried to butter Jesus up with insincere flattery. "Teacher, we know you are 

sincere, honest, and fair," they said. Then they acted as though they had a serious concern that 

only he could resolve for them. "So give us your best advice. Should we pay taxes to the 

emperor, or not?" 

But Jesus, aware of their malicious intent, saw through their ruse and called them on it, accusing 

them of hypocrisy (v. 18). 

Questions: What do we owe to the civil authorities, and what do we owe to God, during a global 

pandemic? If, as Psalm 24:1 declares, everything belongs to God, then does that mean we are not 

obligated to give anything to "the emperor"? If so, then why does Jesus say, "Give to the 

emperor the things that are the emperor's"? If not, what belongs to "the emperor," and what is 

"the emperor" supposed to do with the things we give to him? 

Romans 13:1-4, 8 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority 
except from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God. 
Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed, and those who 
resist will incur judgment. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do 
you wish to have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive 
its approval; for it is God’s servant for your good. ... Owe no one anything, except to 
love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. (For context, 

read Romans 13:1-10.) 

In this passage, Paul advises followers of Jesus to submit to governing authorities under the 

principle of the sovereignty of God; those in authority are in place because God allowed and 

appointed them. Here Paul presents an ideal of government as always supportive of good 

conduct, never corrupt, never approving of bad actors, never punishing the upright. 

In 1527, during an outbreak of the bubonic plague in Wittenberg, Germany, Martin Luther 

wrote to Johann Hess, pastor at Breslau, that public officials "such as city physicians, city clerks 

and constables" were "under obligation to remain" at their posts unless they had made provision 

for their responsibilities to be covered by other "capable substitutes."  
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"This, too, is God's word, which institutes secular authority and commands that town and country 

be ruled, protected, and preserved," Luther wrote, referencing "Romans 13:4, 'The governing 

authorities are God's ministers for your own good.' To abandon an entire community which one 

has been called to govern and to leave it without official or government, exposed to all kinds of 

danger such as fires, murder, riots, and every imaginable disaster is a great sin. ... We are bound 

to each other in such a way that no one may forsake the other in his distress but is obliged to 

assist and help him as he himself would like to be helped." 

Luther's words also present an ideal view of the proper role of civil authorities. Of course, we all 

recognize that no earthly government is perfect, and some fail miserably to rise to the challenge 

of working for the common good. Yet both Paul and Luther call for followers of Jesus to respect, 

honor and encourage officials to perform their responsibilities faithfully. 

Daniel Bennett, president of Christians in Political Science, wrote: "Religious liberty is ... not a 

waiver to avoid all inconveniences in life or, worse, a tool to make political statements." About 

the Romans 13 passage, Bennett added, "We must guard against the temptation to use our faith 

as a kind of hall pass to avoid the burdens of dealing with new and emerging cultural 

challenges." 

Questions: How should followers of Jesus demonstrate love for government officials and other 

authority figures with whose policies they may disagree? When, if ever, might love for 

government officials require something other than submission to their decrees, such as a request 

for a religious exemption? On what basis should we determine whether it is appropriate to 

submit or to decline to obey an authority's edict? 

Acts 5:29, 42 

But Peter and the apostles answered, "We must obey God rather than any human 
authority." ... And every day in the temple and at home they did not cease to teach 
and proclaim Jesus as the Messiah. (For context, read Acts 5:17-42.) 

After Jesus' resurrection, his apostles taught about him publicly, which angered the high priest 

and the sect of the Sadducees, who did not believe in the concept of a resurrection. These 

religious scholars had the apostles arrested and imprisoned, but in the night, an angel of the Lord 

freed them and sent them back to the temple to continue proclaiming the message of life.  

The next day, when the high priest sent the temple police to bring the apostles before the council 

of the elders, they were startled by the news that the prison cells were empty and that the apostles 

were back in the temple teaching the people.  

So the temple police brought the apostles before the council to be questioned. The high priest 

wanted to know why the apostles hadn't obeyed their orders not to teach in the name of Jesus.  

Peter and the apostles responded that they answered to a higher authority than any on earth. They 

again asserted that God had raised Jesus from the dead and exalted him at his right hand. 
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The religious authorities had them flogged, ordered them not to speak in Jesus' name, and 

released them, but that didn't stop them from proclaiming Jesus as the one God had sent. 

Question: How do the motives and actions of the apostles in this passage compare and contrast 

with the actions of people who defy human authorities who are calling for the use of face masks, 

vaccinations, limits on public gatherings including worship services, etc. in efforts to bring 

Covid-19 under control? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Respond to this, from Martin Luther's 1527 letter to a pastor about how to behave during a 

pandemic: "God's punishment has come upon us, not only to chastise us for our sins but also to 

test our faith and love -- our faith in that we may see and experience how we should act toward 

God; our love in that we may recognize how we should act toward our neighbor. I am of the 

opinion that all the epidemics, like any plague, are spread among the people by evil spirits who 

poison the air or exhale a pestilential breath which puts a deadly poison into the flesh. 

Nevertheless, this is God's decree and punishment to which we must patiently submit and serve 

our neighbor, risking our lives in this manner as St. John teaches, 'If Christ laid down his life for 

us, we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren' (1 John 3:16)." 

2. Think about this: One of the claims Luther encountered during the bubonic plague of 1527 

was the idea that one should not do anything to fight disease and death, since if those came, it 

would be God's will and punishment, which should not be resisted. As the saying went, if God 

wanted to spare people, he could do it "without medicines or our carefulness."  

     Luther found this argument "rash and reckless." He countered: "This is not trusting God but 

tempting him. ... If one makes no use of intelligence [that God gave us] or medicine [that God 

created] when he could do so without detriment to his neighbor, such a person injures his body 

and must beware lest he become a suicide in God's eyes. ... 

     "It is even more shameful," Luther continued, "for a person to pay no heed to his own body 

and to fail to protect it against the plague the best he is able, and then to infect and poison others 

who might have remained alive if he had taken care of his body as he should have. He is thus 

responsible before God for his neighbor's death and is a murderer many times over." 

3. Discuss this, from TWW team member Jim Berger: "One of the views I hear repeatedly is 'I 

don't need the vaccination or a mask because I'm covered in the blood of Jesus.' I find that to be a 

gross misuse of the scripture. The blood of Jesus cleanses us from every unrighteousness, but it 

won't protect me if I step off the edge of my roof or walk into traffic. Confusing theology with 

magic can have fatal consequences." 

4. A consultant for TWW wrote: "Although our lesson has focussed on the issue of how to 

protect the right to free exercise of religion, the broader discussion involves how to balance 

personal liberty (i.e., the right of an individual to make decisions about his or her own person 

based upon personal judgment) and government authority (the right of government officials to 

tell other people what to do). In the extreme, the former is called 'anarchism' and the latter is 

called 'fascism,' 'authoritarianism' or 'totalitarianism.' 

     "In the United States, the founding Declaration is that government exists to protect the rights 
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of individuals to 'life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.'"  

     What is the purpose of government? Do you lean more toward the "anarchist" or "fascist / 

authoritarian / totalitarian" tendency? How does your Christian faith inform the way you think 

about and relate to our government? 

Responding to the News 

Consult with your local and denominational church leaders about ways you can demonstrate the 

love of Christ to the community most effectively during the pandemic. How can you act in ways 

to keep people safe, while helping to preserve religious liberty for all? 

Prayer 

Grant us wisdom, O God, in our dealings with human authorities, so that we might not give 

offense needlessly or cause harm to others. Grant us courage to stand for truth, even when it may 

be costly to do so. Most of all, grant us love, the fulfillment of your law. Amen.  
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