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Ideas, Issues, Insights 
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Springs pastor Leon Fontaine preaches from the big screen as the church on Lagimodière Boulevard holds a parking-lot service due to COVID-19 restriction on public gatherings.

Scapegoating doesn’t solve the problem

B
ACK in November, when COVID-19 cases 
were surging, 23 Steinbach-area pastors 
wrote a letter calling on Christians to abide 

by the restrictive public-health orders that were 
in effect at the time. “Since Jesus is our Lord 
(King) our first allegiance belongs to him. How-
ever, obeying governing authorities whenever the 
laws of the land do not cause us to disobey God 
is also every Christian’s duty,” the pastors wrote. 
“We believe that Manitoba’s current public-health 
orders in no way contravene our ability to obey 
and worship God.”

Now, as then, I agree with those Steinbach 
pastors. There is no doubt Christians are called 
by scripture to congregate. But communication 
technology makes safe remote meetings possible 
on a temporary basis.

There are always going to be Christians who 
disagree and who think Manitoba’s public-health 
orders bring them into conflict with what they 
think God requires of them. Churches such as the 
Church of God Restoration south of Steinbach 
and the GraceLife Church of Edmonton have 
been walloped with multiple fines and eventually 
closed by provincial authorities.

The result has been widespread anger aimed 
at these churches. In various venues, the leaders 
and congregants of these churches have been ac-
cused of being hucksters, media darlings and 

dupes. That could all well be true. But it could 
also be true that they were motivated by a good-
faith view that public-health orders force them 
to disobey God, and that they therefore had no 
choice other than to disobey those orders.

It’s not particularly easy for me to write even 
this half-hearted defence since, like other Mani-
tobans, my family and I have been impacted by 
the public-health orders (though certainly not to 
the same extent as many others have been). I’ve 
watched angrily as others have flouted the rules 
and prolonged the pandemic.

But that doesn’t mean I think Christians or 
anyone else should be subjected to abuse or scorn. 
And as someone who, like many Manitobans, is a 
descendent of Mennonites who fled their previous 
homes precisely because the requirements of the 
secular law brought them into conflict with the 
requirements of scripture, it is discomforting in-
deed watching social-media mobs gather online to 
vilify and demonize Christians for even question-
ing the government’s rules.

Last fall, Springs Church challenged public-
health orders banning drive-in church services, 
after the church was fined a total of $32,000 for 
violating the order banning such gatherings. The 
province subsequently amended its orders to al-
low drive-in services.

Clarifying whether a church can hold drive-
in services under public-health orders seems 
ho-hum. But this episode provoked the anger of 
many Manitobans. Springs and its senior pas-
tor, Leon Fontaine, were subjected to torrents of 
abuse on Twitter and other social-media plat-
forms.

The abuse directed toward the church was far 
from deserved. Springs was simply asserting its 
rights under the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms, as other individuals and groups go to 

court to do all the time.
Last week, Springs was in the news again when 

pictures of a graduation ceremony for Springs 
College seemed to show groups together indoors 
unmasked. Once again, the reaction was visceral, 
so much so that provincial politicians felt the 
heat and were compelled to speak out against the 
church.

Members of the provincial cabinet and NDP 
Leader Wab Kinew rushed to condemn Springs. 
Manitoba Liberal Leader Dougald Lamont 
tweeted that the church should be padlocked. The 
statement calls to mind Quebec’s notorious Pad-
lock Law, enacted in 1937, which allowed police to 
padlock any office or home suspected of produc-
ing communist propaganda.

As it turned out, Fontaine clarified the next 
day that the group of students was not required 
to wear masks because they were always dis-
tanced. Fontaine claimed Spring College invested 
significant effort into conforming to the public-
health regulations. It’s not yet clear whether the 
explanation will pass muster, but it does provide 
context.

One wonders whether the elected officials who 
rushed to judgment without giving the church an 
opportunity to respond will bother to apologize 
if it turns out Springs is vindicated. One also 
wonders if politicians calling for a church to be 
padlocked based on entirely flimsy evidence is 
appropriate in a liberal democracy where reli-
gious rights are protected.

It’s to be expected that, in a time of emergency, 
people will seek out scapegoats. But just because 
it’s expected doesn’t mean such behaviour is ac-
ceptable.

Royce Koop is an associate professor in the department of political 
studies and co-ordinator of the Canadian studies program at the 
University of Manitoba.

Schools must foster dialogue on topical issues

EARLIER this week, the principal of a Manitoba 
school told his teachers that they were not per-
mitted to talk about COVID-19 and vaccinations 
because it was too sensitive of a subject to be dis-
cussed in classrooms. The next day, the premier 
blamed Manitobans for their inaction in combat-
ing COVID-19 — specifi cally, for failing to get 
tested, and more crucially, for vaccine hesitancy.

The day after that, the minister of education 
made an appalling comment following a ques-
tion from a Free Press reporter as to why no 
government official chose to attend a high school 
classroom’s discussion on proposed changes to 
the education system. “We don’t think… that the 
classroom is an appropriate place to discuss gov-
ernment policy and specific proposed legislation,” 
he said.

Not only are these unfortunate remarks a 
direct attack on reason and democratic discourse, 
it is completely inconsistent with the messaging 
from the government in the context of fighting 
COVID-19. How can we possibly galvanize the 
understanding and support needed for citizens, 
especially young people, to take life-saving mea-
sures when the government itself says it is not ap-
propriate to discuss these matters in schools, and 
remains silent on the irresponsible and dangerous 
direction given by this particular school leader?

I have been on the front lines of the fight 
against COVID-19 in schools, along with thou-
sands of other educators, students and parents, 
for well over a year. We have seen the horrible 
and damaging toll it has taken on their physical 

and mental well-being. School can, and must be, 
part of the solution. That starts by allowing open 
dialogue.

It is important to note that this type of rationale 
and excuse underlined in the comments made 
by the school leader from Steinbach is exactly 
what Bill 64, the proposed Education Moderniza-
tion Act, seeks to empower. The elected parent 
council doesn’t believe in COVID-19 or vaccines? 
No problem, you have a mandate and funding to 
direct your school to avoid such a discussion.

By this bizarre logic, are student councils and 
social studies departments to stop inviting can-
didates into classrooms to defend their positions 
on issues prior to elections where we cast our 
ballots? Does this mean that we should not engage 
students or faculty on matters relating to the 
harms being done to the planet because of climate 
change? Should we avoid talking to kids about 
how they can cultivate critical thinking skills 
that will enable them to make sense of the world 
through a fair, reasonable and fact-based lens?

I was blessed as a student at Kelvin High School 
to have some incredible educators who encour-
aged us to wrestle with issues of public policy. 
There were heated debates at lunch, for example, 
about a wide array of topics, including the Iraq 
War, Oka crisis, electoral reform and resource 
development.

These discussions taught me a great deal about 
myself, my peers, and the world. It helped me 
to understand how to listen. That meant not just 
hearing what someone was saying, but how to 
stop myself from interrupting and take the time 
to check my own biases and preconceived notions 

before responding, as I processed their views.
It taught me to value research, and that it was 

essential to have your facts straight and taken 
from credible sources. I learned how to stand up 
for what I believed in, and how to challenge those 
things I felt were wrong or unjust. It gave me the 
confidence to grow, and come to understand the 
world as a diverse place with many perspectives 
and values to appreciate. None of these criti-
cal aspects of my growth would have occurred 
without the leadership of those teachers and their 
commitment to democracy.

The classroom is exactly the place for discus-
sions about public policy and specific legislation 
to be held. What kind of a future are we trying to 
create when it is acceptable for school leaders to 
prevent discussions about life-saving vaccines, 
without objection from the government, on the 
basis that it is too controversial?

What kind of collective society founded on 
respect, humility, kindness, and compassion will 
we be able to foster if schools cannot help young 
people begin to understand the realities of our 
world, and their place in it?

How can we prepare our kids for a world full 
of challenge and hostility, if they are not able to 
first learn resilience and understanding in safe, 
supported environments, under the leadership of 
mentors who care for them?

As an educator, school leader, former social 
studies teacher and citizen, I am disheartened 
and disillusioned by the vision for public educa-
tion that is being propagated by our government.

Ben Carr is principal of the Maples Met School in Winnipeg.

Manitoba needs 
pandemic triage 
guidelines

TRIAGE: noun — (In medical use) the as-
signment of degrees of urgency to wounds or 
illnesses to decide the order of treatment of a 
large number of patients or casualties.

Manitoba doesn’t have enough intensive 
care beds to cope with desperately ill COV-
ID-19 patients. We don’t have enough critical-
care nurses. We don’t have enough respiratory 
therapists.

In consequence, some patients get the ICU 
bed they need, some have to be shipped out of 
town and some are consigned to the hospital’s 
hallway. Who should make these life-and-
death allocative decisions, and on what basis? 
Should triage decisions be left to the discre-
tion of individual physicians at the bedside or 
should there be provincial triage guidelines?

The critical-care shortages which have 
precipitated the current crisis were eminently 
foreseeable. After the third wave of COVID 
infections wreaked havoc in Ontario and 
Saskatchewan, urgent warnings were ad-
dressed to the Pallister government: tighten 
public-health restrictions immediately; and, 
while you’re at it, put sufficient health-care re-
sources in place to prevent the expected “third 
wave” from collapsing our health-care system.

The warnings were ignored. Ideological rigid-
ity combined with wilful blindness rendered the 
government impotent. So, when the predicted 
crisis hit and Manitoba took top spot in North 
America for per capita COVID-19 infections, 
our hospitals couldn’t cope. The only option for 
the health-care system is medical rationing.

On an emergency basis, some very sick 
patients are being sent for treatment out-of-
province: to Thunder Bay, Windsor and Otta-
wa, Ont. If arrangements can be made, others 
may be sent to North and South Dakota.

The purpose of triage guidelines when 
rationing decisions become unavoidable is 
to make the most efficient use of essential 
health-care resources. Only some patients can 
receive optimal treatment. Others will be left 
to deteriorate. Still others will die.

Now the ethical questions: who should 
decide which patients will receive priority 
life-saving treatments? Equally important, on 
what basis will these life-and-death decisions 
be made?

Doctors Manitoba is calling urgently for the 
establishment of provincial triage guidelines. 
Otherwise, allocative decisions will have to be 
made by individual doctors at their patients’ 
bedside. Instead of asking, “Would my patient 
benefit from admission to the ICU?” the doc-
tor would be required to ask “Which of my 
eligible patients will be most likely to benefit? 
Or “Which will benefit most?”

For doctors to make this kind of life-and-
death choice among their eligible patients 
seems inconsistent with the fundamental prin-
ciple of the Hippocratic oath: the life and health 
of my patient will be my first consideration.

In situations where some patients will likely 
benefit greatly from an ICU bed, while oth-
ers will benefit only marginally, traditional 
physician ethics comes under pressure. 
“First come, first served” doesn’t seem like 
an ethically defensible moral rule when the 
patient who came first is unlikely to survive 
long while the patient who came second has 
a more favourable prognosis. Nor does the 
“first come” principle help when a decision 
has to be made concerning the withdrawal of 
life support.

Moreover, giving individual doctors sole 
discretionary power to withhold or withdraw 
life-support would impose on them a heavy 
moral and emotional burden. Worse, it would 
also lead to arbitrary and unfair differences 
in the way patients are treated.

Quebec has a COVID-19 triage plan in 
place. Quebec doctors are authorized not only 
to withhold life-support from patients but also 
to remove patients from life-support if it’s 
judged that their prognosis has deteriorated. 
As with all triage plans, the goal is to free up 
resources for those most likely to benefit.

Ontario also has triage plan. The Ontario 
guidelines mandate hospital ICUs to withhold 
life-support from patients unlikely to survive 
at least 12 months. Unlike Quebec, Ontario pa-
tients already on life-support will not have that 
support withdrawn if it might conceivably ben-
efit them, no matter how poor their prognosis.

There’s clearly a trade-off. Quebec’s guide-
lines will likely save more lives; but Ontario’s 
guidelines will give patients and their families 
the security of knowing that once treatment 
has commenced it will not be discontinued 
even if there are other candidates with a 
greater likelihood of benefiting.

Since these triage decisions affect all of us, 
the issues and the options should be openly 
discussed.

Manitoba’s government should heed the 
advice of Doctors Manitoba. We urgently 
need provincial triage guidelines. More than 
that, however, the public needs to see that the 
guidelines are reasonable and fair. In a time of 
pandemic, trust is the most precious resource 
possessed by public-health officials. Once lost, 
it can be difficult or impossible to regain.

Arthur Schafer is founding director of the Centre for Professional 
and Applied Ethics at the University of Manitoba. He was an 
expert adviser to the federal government panel on immunity 
passports.
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