
14A | THURSDAY, JUNE 30, 2022 | THE OKLAHOMAN

SPIRITUALLIFE

The same law firm behind a high school
football coach’s high profile U.S. Supreme
Court case represented a Messianic Jewish
inmate who sued the Oklahoma Depart-
ment of Corrections.

The First Liberty Institute, a Christian le-
gal group that focuses on religious liberty
cases, represented inmate Travis LeMarr
Greer in a lawsuit regarding the corrections
department’s religious meal program. 

First Liberty Institute and former Brem-
erton, Washington, high school football
coach Joe Kennedy made headlines on
Monday when the nation’s top court ruled
that Kennedy had a constitutional right to
pray on the 50-yard line after football
games. 

Though Greer’s case wasn’t as well
known as Kennedy’s, Hiram Sasser, First
Liberty Institute’s executive general coun-

sel, said the negotiated settlement earlier
this year of the inmate’s case makes it nota-
ble.

For one, the state agreed to pay Greer
$28,000 and his attorney $10,000 as part of
the settlement terms. 

Sasser said just as significant were the
reforms that resulted from the settlement.
He said those policy changes beefed up the
Oklahoma Department of Corrections’ reli-
gious meals program to one of the best of
these kinds of programs in the country.

Josh Ward, communications director for
the department of corrections, said the de-
partment’s kosher/halal program is for in-
mates who have special dietary restrictions
due to their religious/spiritual beliefs. Some
Jewish inmates follow a kosher meal diet,
while some Muslim inmates follow a halal
diet. He said the prison system is required
by law to offer the program.

Greer was an inmate at James Crabtree
Correctional Center when he filed suit
against the corrections department, com-
plaining that he was unfairly removed from
the kosher meal program and he wasn’t giv-

en an opportunity to get back into the pro-
gram. Sasser said prison officials removed
Greer from the meal program when he con-
sumed an iced tea and a cracker, food items
they mistakenly considered a violation of

the kosher meal program.
The inmate said he was
forced to consume non-ko-
sher food, violating his faith,
for 120 days because of pris-
on officials’ error. 

Ward confirmed that
Greer did file a complaint, but
he declined to comment on

the specifics of the case.
Sasser said Greer initially filed suit on his

own behalf and attorney Brett Lilly joined
the case when it reached the 10th Circuit
Court of Appeals. Once the case was re-
turned to the lower courts, Lilly joined the
First Liberty Institute in pursuing the case.
Sasser said Harvard Law School’s Religious
Freedom Clinic and the Oklahoma City law
firm Spencer Fane joined the case. 

Various kosher foods stocked on shelves at Aisle One located in the new shopping mall called “Brook Haven” where the largest kosher shopping can be experienced
in the region. MITSU YASUKAWA/NORTHJERSEY.COM
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Just a few days after appearing in
court, a controversial group demon-
strated on June 26 outside another lo-
cal predominantly African American
church.

This time, Israel United in Christ fo-
cused its attention on Fifth Street Bap-
tist Church, 801 NE 5.

About 20 members of the predomi-
nantly African American group stood
on a sidewalk across the street from the
church, some holding signs while oth-
ers attempted to distribute fliers to
passersby and Fifth Street Baptist
members as they left a worship service.

In a June 23 hearing in Oklahoma
County District Court, Israel United in
Christ members defended their June 12
demonstration outside Ebenezer Bap-

tist Church after the church filed for a
temporary restraining order.

Ebenezer Baptist, 3600 N Kelley, is 

Controversial group continues
demonstrations after court ruling
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Peace Walk Vision 
Gathering is set

Stronger Together will host a Peace
Walk Vision Gathering from 6 to 8 p.m.
Sunday at Oklahoma City First Church
of the Nazarene, 4400 Northwest Ex-
pressway.

Organizers said the gathering is an
extension of the Peace Walk movement
that began in May. 

The event will include presentations
from peacemakers about how to pro-
mote compassion, unity and justice in
local communities. A time of worship
and prayer for the state and nation will
also be included. Guests will be treated
to a free meal.

The Rev. Clarence Hill, Stronger To-
gether founder, said he and the Rev.
John-Mark Hart envisioned a series of
Peace Walk in the Oklahoma City area,
each designed to promote peace, unity,
compassion and justice for local com-
munities.

The first of seven planned walks was

held in May in south Oklahoma City. A
second walk was held June 5 in north-
east Oklahoma City. The next Peace
Walk will be Aug. 7, with a focus on the
Asian community.

RSVP for Sunday’s Peace Walk Vi-
sion Gathering is encouraged. For more
information or to RSVP, go to https://
www.strongertogether.global/peace-
walk-ok.

Volunteers sought
for interfaith project

Many Beliefs Serving Together, a
committee of the Interfaith Alliance of
Oklahoma, will have a Lake Arcadia
clean up project at 1:45 p.m. July 17 at
9000 E. Second, #7206.

The committee’s mission is to foster
interfaith friendships and to practice
cooperation by serving the community
together. Volunteers will pick up trash
at the lake, cleaning along its shoreline.

For more information, go to
https://www.tiaok.org/.
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Settlements and revising policies

According to the terms of the settle-
ment, Greer was awarded $28,000,
while his attorney Lilly was awarded
$10,000. Sasser said the settlement,
reached earlier this year, led to signifi-
cant changes. 

“They’ve revamped their entire pol-
icy structure on how they supervise the
kosher meal plan, and really turned
Oklahoma into one of the leading pris-
ons systems in the country, when it
comes to administering both the kosher
and halal meal programs, even though
the halal meal program wasn’t part of
the case,” he said.

Ward said the corrections depart-
ment now has specific policies in place
regarding the kosher/halal meal pro-
gram. He said in instances where an in-
mate is suspected to be in violation of
the diet, a first offense results in being
counseled by the facility chaplain. A
second offense within a year results in a
six-month probation period in which
the inmate still receives religious
meals.

Ward said if another violation occurs
during the six-month probation period,
the inmate can be removed from the re-
ligious meals program for nine months,
after which they can apply to be rein-
stated. Ward said at every step in this
process, inmates are allowed to file a
formal grievance if they disagree that a
violation has occurred. 

Sasser said the policy reformation
with clearer rules means Oklahoma’s
program went from being “one of the
worst in terms of their policy and im-
plementation to one of the best.” 

“It’s really a great thing,” he said.
The attorney said Greer’s legal coun-

sel expected to become embroiled in
lengthy major litigation so they were
pleased when Oklahoma Department
of Corrections Director Scott Crowe
helped settle the matter without further
court battles and it became a “collabo-
rative effort.” Corrections department
spokesman Ward said the department
opted to settle the case to avoid pro-
tracted litigation. 

“We got the sense that he wanted to
find the right solution that complied
with the Constitution and complied
with Oklahoma state law because Okla-

homa has a special provision called the
Oklahoma Religious Freedom Restora-
tion Act that provides religious liberty
protections for all citizens,” 

Faith in prison

According to the Messianic Jewish
Alliance of America, Messianic Juda-
ism is a Biblically based movement of
people who, as committed Jews, believe
in Jesus as the Jewish Messiah of Israel
of whom the Jewish law and prophets
spoke.

Sasser, a native Oklahoman, said he
works out of First Liberty Institute’s
Plano, Texas, office. He said he’s been
working on religious law cases for 20
years and Greer’s case was the first re-
garding an incarcerated individual. He
said some people may not be sympa-
thetic about an inmate’s meals, but
Greer, as a Messianic Jew following a
kosher diet, deserved to have his reli-
gious liberty upheld. 

“Taking care of people of faith and
encouraging them to practice their faith
tradition actually helps make them bet-

ter citizens, in my opinion,” he said.
“Being as faith-friendly as possible in
the prisons, and giving people opportu-
nities to practice their faith in prisons,
makes it is their best shot at rehabilita-
tion, in my opinion.”

A corrections department spokes-
man said a recent day’s menu for ko-
sher/halal meals included the follow-
ing: Oatmeal, grapefruit or orange,
milk, toast and margarine for breakfast.
He said kosher bylaws state meat and
milk cannot be served within the same
meal. Lunch included tuna, mayon-
naise, bread, tortilla chips, raisins and
fortified fruit drink, while dinner was
lasagna, mixed vegetables, salad,
bread, margarine and fortified fruit
drink.

Ward, upon learning about Sasser’s
positive remarks about the policy
changes resulting from the settlement,
said the corrections department be-
lieves in the rehabilitative aspects of in-
mates pursuing faith during a period of
incarceration.

“This is why the agency goes to great
lengths to meet the religious needs of
those in its custody even though reli-
gious meals cost more than twice as
much per inmate, per day, as standard
meals,” he said.

“Because of the added cost involved,
there are rules to help deter any who
may be insincere in their request for a
religious diet. The agency has not sur-
veyed the religious meal policies of ev-
ery state, so it has no basis to state
whether or not its religious meal pro-
gram is one of the best in the country.
However, the agency is more than con-
fident the program is fair and meets all
current legal standards.”

Lawsuit
Continued from Page 14A

Various kosher foods are stocked on shelves at Aisle One in Passaic, New
Jersey. MITSU YASUKAWA/NORTHJERSEY.COM

More than 11.2 million Americans buy
kosher food on a regular basis – and it
is not just conservative and Orthodox
Jews. LINUS GELBER/GETTY

led by the Rev. Derrick Scobey. The
church and Scobey accused the group
of harassing church members and
causing a car wreck outside the church
after a worship service. A district court
judge ruled that group members could
demonstrate on the public right-of-
way, but they were prohibited from im-
peding traffic at the church and pre-
venting church members from going to
and from church property. 

June 26, Pallu Israel, one of the
group’s leaders, said they were dem-
onstrating outside the church to try to
reach leaders like church preachers to
talk about finding solutions to prob-
lems facing the community.

“Our job is to come out here and
reach out to the leaders, which are the
pastors, to try and find biblical solu-
tions for our community — but nobody
wants to speak to us, and that’s the
problem,” he said.

At one point, a Fifth Street Baptist
leader walked across the street to
briefly speak with the group members
in what appeared to be a cordial con-
versation, before walking back to the
church.

Israel United in Christ member Aza-
riyah Isael tried to get her to return to
the group for more conversation.

“You understand what ails the
Black community. We understand
what ails the Black community,” he
said. “Why can’t we come together?” 

The Rev. A. Byron Coleman, Fifth
Street Baptist’s senior pastor, said he
had no comment on the group’s dem-
onstration.

The international Israel United in
Christ is among the groups tracked by
the Southern Poverty Law Center and
designated as a hate group, notably
due to what the nonprofit law center
described as the group’s anti-white,
anti-Semitic and anti-LGBTQ messag-
ing. 

Members of the group’s Oklahoma
City affiliate, and a leader from Texas,
said their demonstrations are part of a
nationwide “Blitz the Christian
Church” movement. They said Israel
United in Christ members all over the
country are leading the demonstra-
tions outside churches in their local
communities.

Ruling
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