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A Time to Do Our Exercise
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.  	
—The U.S. Constitution, First Amendment
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander. 	 
—1 Peter 3:15
It hardly needs to be said that we live in a politicized age. As the institutional Church has faded in America, politics and public policy are more and more viewed as the exclusive arbiter of right and wrong, and the exalted guide for public behavior and belief. In this increasingly secularized climate matters of religious freedom and the free exercise of religion seem to have slipped off the radar of our political leadership and the media. CNN analyst Salena Zito described it well in a recent article. 
It is lost on the loudest voices in our modern culture what religious liberty means to people of faith. Perhaps it is because those curators of popular culture do not practice a religion, have never associated with anyone who has, and/or live in a community in which adherence to ideologies such as addressing climate change or social justice have replaced adherence to a belief in a higher being. Religious liberty is enshrined in our Constitution. The First Amendment declares the right of all to exercise religion freely, without being coerced to join an established church…  People also hold the right to abstain from action in accordance with one's religious beliefs.”
We have arrived at a day when the concerns of the Church in America have been largely ignored and misunderstood. It was sadly amusing how our governors made no mention of religious liberties during the early days of shutdown. As the weeks wore on, some even threatened congregations with arrest and legal actions if they were to congregate in any manner, and a few pastors even managed to get themselves arrested despite their exercising every health caution possible. Not long after this the president asserted that according to the First Amendment the state had no right to forbid religious gatherings, and following this remark dozens of governors began backpedaling and insisting that they never meant to infringe upon religious communities. a few governors still insist upon their right to prohibit religious gatherings. I present all this, not to decry a persecution of believers, but much more to lament the lack of thought and concern shown for America's religious communities and their rights. Let it also be said that people of faith and of dedication to the First Amendment may disagree as to how emergency powers are to be applied to the religious community in times like these. There is room for debate and discussion. The sad part is that there has been no debate and discussion of this matter, important as it should be!
Not only has the religious community been ignored, but it has been misrepresented. Months ago, the New York Times asserted that religious gatherings were a significant source of COVID spread. The article may have pleased many of its secular readers, but the problem was that it was simply untrue and lacked any scientific evidence! The Times was called on this error, but had no response. As if to come to the aid of a fellow newspaper the Lancaster Newspaper, in their “Faith and Values” section of all places, posted an article cataloging a lengthy list of COVID outbreaks in Churches around the country over the past five months. Most of these sad incidents happened early in the crisis and were the result of an unwise and over-zealous leader. While I take no issue with the truthfulness of each of the cherry-picked cases, most of which I had heard before, I am deeply disturbed at the misrepresentation of the Church which this creates! ALL of the congregations that I know and associate with have been bending over backwards in these days to be safe environments, and none have become sources of COVID outbreak. Think for a moment. Do you know personally of any congregations which are acting in irresponsible ways? The Church is being scandalously misrepresented by our media. 
This is a disturbing time for the Church, and it is also a time when you probably do not want to hear another aggrieved writer whine and demand. How shall we respond? My first suggestion is that we remain alert to our First Amendment rights, that we might become graciously assertive of the freedoms which are ours. Let us speak up for Christ and for Christ's Church, and let us speak as Peter exhorted us to do, with gentleness and respect and with a clear conscience. 
As important as it is to be alert to our First Amendment rights, it is a thousand times more important that we become alert to our mission! It becomes so tempting to line up one’s arguments for religious liberty and our rights, and with this to attack those who disagree. In the big picture of things, I see a nation which is drifting away from Jesus Christ and toward a secular ideology of state sponsored salvation. This world needs our prayers and it needs the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Let our hearts be broken, and let our spirits rally to present a message of true salvation. This celebrated First Amendment guarantees the free exercise of religion. It's time to do our exercise!
Blessings,

Pastor Jim
* * * * * * * * * *
Jesus Christ, Son of God, make yourself known through me.
Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, speak through me to others.
—Episcopal Church of the United States
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