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On April 29, Wisconsin Faith Voices for Justice filed an amicus brief with the
Wisconsin Supreme Court in support of the governor’s Safer at Home order and in
opposition to the suit filed by the Republican leadership seeking to block that
order. http://www.thewheelerreport.com/wheeler_docs/files/042920wscwfvjbrief.pdf
?fbclid=IwAR02NOrMBUiTaC4t909AgLrGJg9PgnL_t1gNzDsmuDxistNJM1srlH_flIM

The brief included letters from twenty-nine clergy and faith leaders—Protestants,
Catholics, Quakers, Jews, and Buddhists—all refuting the suit’s contention that the
Safer at Home order has led to “decreased access to community and religious
support.” To the contrary, the letters all demonstrated the strength, resiliency, and
creativity of these faith communities in quickly moving their worship, pastoral care,
religious instruction, and programming online. The statements highlighted how
moving online made worship and other activities more rather than less accessible to
those who would otherwise have been unable to participate due to age, disability,
or geographic distance.

In her letter, Reverend Kerri Parker, Executive Director of the Wisconsin Council of
Churches, stressed that Christian faith does not require big face-to-face meetings to
endure. The Church, she emphasized, “does not need to gather in buildings in large
numbers to be the church.” For centuries, Christians “gathered in small numbers in
homes, doing ministry as individuals and in small groups. Churches have had many
worship, teaching, and ministry patterns over two thousand years of history; the
church is profoundly adaptable. There is no reason we cannot continue dispersed
practices for some time, for the good of all.”
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Rabbi Bonnie Margulis, Executive Director of Wisconsin Faith Voices for Justice,
wrote how conducting services virtually rather than physically comports with
fundamental Jewish values; in the current circumstances, she explained, preserving
life takes precedence over congregational worship. “For Jews, pikuach
nefesh—saving a life—is paramount above all other commandments. Social
distancing has been shown in past pandemics to slow the spread of disease, and it
seems to be doing the same now. The Safer at Home order is effective, and
necessary, to keep us all safe.”

The writers acknowledged the terrible economic fallout resulting from the first Stay
at Home order while also noting the toll that the disease has imposed, particularly
on exceedingly vulnerable populations. Reviewing data indicating that African
Americans are being tested less but dying more than many other groups, Rev. Dr.
Marcus Allen, Pastor of Madison’s historic Mt. Zion Baptist Church, expressed
astonishment that “people are now pleading to open the state back up.” He closed
his church on March 14, nearly two weeks before the governor’s first order. Despite
the resulting challenges, Mt. Zion is engaging “so many more people through our
online efforts” and continuing “our mission.”

Recognizing that everyone looks forward to the day when congregants can once
more embrace each other in their houses of worship, the clergy and faith leaders
supporting the brief nevertheless affirmed the continuing vibrancy of their religious
communities as they pray together—safely apart.
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