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But Peter and the apostles answered, "we must obey 



God rather than any human authority."







Acts 5:29


The American people, at their core, are a religious people. G.K. Chesterton aptly described the United States as a "nation with the soul of a church," reflecting both the quasi religious understanding of America's mission in the world and the incredible vitality of its religious life, even in a time widely heralded as "secular." 


We're religious—but are we a "Christian" nation?  Was that the intention of the founding fathers?  In a nation far more pluralistic  than the founders could have every imagined, is such an aspiration commendable or condemnable? 


President Obama, trying to explain his understanding of the proper relationship between church and state a few years ago, created quite a stir when he declared, "America is a Christian nation, but it is also a Jewish nation, a Moslem nation, a Buddhist nation."    When the Declaration of Independence was written, to say we were a Christian nation simply was a matter of empirical observation—nearly 100% of the population was. But that is no longer the case.  We are a melting pot not only of ethnicities and nationalities, but of religion too, with Moslems now outnumbering Presbyterians.  


Wherever faith flourishes, there are bound to be inevitable entanglements and tensions with the government, for faith and the culture look to different guides.  From the outset, what has been pegged "church-state" relationships has been a thorny issue for Christians.  


In our New Testament text, the Temple authorities, given power by the Roman government to oversee religious disputes in a culture even more diverse than ours, tried to stop the growing response to Jesus Christ by having Peter arrested.  The authorities said he was not to preach.  But Peter got the clear word that he was to speak to all people "the words of life." Miraculously freed, Peter went to the temple again and gathered listeners.  Arrested again, Peter's response was simply "we must obey God rather than any human authority." And we'll take the consequences.


Peter was under no illusion that he was going to get anything but trouble from the government as he proclaimed the gospel.  That's one kind of church/state dilemma—and we see it throughout the world, people persecuted for their faith. 


The America situation is different.  This is a land established by people of strong religious conviction, who secured religious liberties with Constitutional protection.   And yet those protections have only heightened the debate about the legitimate role of religion in public life.  Some people fear a society turning secular and losing its moral base, while others are fearful of religious forces they view as narrow and oppressive.   Some think we as a nation began going downhill morally, when prayer and Bible reading were eliminated from the public schools.  Others see the benefit in government taking a morally neutral stance toward religion, so that no minority will feel coerced into supporting religion it does not profess, and whose government will not unnecessarily interfere with religious expression.  


We can't make sense of this current debate without a little history—you'd expect that from me wouldn't you?


It is a great misnomer to think that our country was founded for freedom of religion.  The Puritans came so they
would be free to worship as they would, but not necessarily so others would.  Indeed, it had been commonly accepted that social order depended on a common religious establishment.  Allowing a multiplicity of religious practices would create social chaos.  
Thus Virginia had an Anglican establishment, and Massachusetts and Connecticut Congregational. The realities of the colonial situation forced a change in that, and after a struggle, we created the great American experiment, which called for voluntary support of the church and the free expression of a variety of religions.


Virginia paved the way, under the leadership of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.  In order to pass a religious liberties statute, these enlightenment figures, whose own theology was far from orthodox—joined with unlikely bedfellows, the Baptists and other pietistic churches, who not only resented being discriminated against by being forced to support the Anglican churches, but also had strong theological convictions that the church itself would be compromised if it did not support itself voluntarily.  


The Constitution prohibited a religious test for holding office, but it was the 1st amendment that has set the unique American tone:


Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion, nor

prohibiting the free exercise thereof.

These simple words have been hotly debated for 200 years and in the last 75 years vigorously contested in the courts. 


Does the first clause mean that government prohibits favoritism of one form of religion over another, or does it mean that it must rigorously avoid any semblance of public support for any religious expression?    Can we have a display of religious artifacts on public ground as long as we have a crèche, a menorah and some symbol of Kwanza—or must there be no religious symbols of any kind?  How broad is the free exercise clause?  Should Native Americans be able to use peyote in their religious ceremonies or does society's concern for drug abuse take precedence?  Historically the courts have tended to say there may be full exercise of religious belief, but there are restraints on some religious practice.  But where is the line?  How can Christians accept that restriction when we are told to practice what we believe?

Americans are pragmatic people, who view their faith pragmatically.  Bob Hope told a story about being on an airplane during a storm.  Lightening hit the plan and fear gripped the passengers. "Do something religious" someone shouted.  So Hope said, "I did the first religious thing I could think of.  I took up an offering." 


We sort out tensions within the first amendment pragmatically, sometimes veering more toward the free exercise clause and sometimes more to the concern for establishment. 


It is not easy to untangle exactly what the founding fathers intended.  Clearly they did not want to be so neutral toward religion that it wouldn't flourish.  Indeed they strongly believed that a democratic country could only work if its citizens were filled with what they called "civic virtue," a desire to serve the common good and not only their own well being.  The cultivation of this morality, this civic virtue was the responsibility of the churches.  Religion had to flourish voluntarily if the American political system was to flourish.  


Washington said in his Farewell Address:
Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports...And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion.. reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.
Jefferson in trying to interpret the 1st amendment to a group of Virginia Baptists used the words "wall of separation" between church and state.  James Madison, principle author of the Bill of Rights, described it differently, admitting that "it may not be easy in every possible case, t0o trace the line of separation between the rights of religion and the civil authority with such distinctness as to avoid collisions." 


Madison's word "line of separation" is more accurate than the idea of a wall.  A wall connotes something solid, impenetrable, while a line, the path of a moving point, suggests something more fluid, moving, perhaps even zigzagging.


We are a different nation than in 1892 when the Supreme Court declared "this is a Christian nation." Our roots are Christians but we are far too pluralistic to expect that society would or should uphold distinctively Christian perspectives.  We wouldn't think of requiring someone to affirm the resurrection in order to vote or hold office.  We would want to have our children listen to a reading from the Koran as part of opening devotional exercises if we happen to live in a school district where the majority of the Board of Education were Moslem.  There are limits to majority rule. 


But I do wonder if the pendulum hasn't swung too far, if we haven't forgotten Washington's admonition, and we aren't a bit paranoid and minimize the role of religion is shaping a moral and ethical fabric to a society.  It is really necessary, as one Midwest town did, to prohibit the putting of a cross on a Catholic hospital because it might be transgress the establishment clause because people driving on public roads are subject to seeing it?


We have had "in God we trust" on our coins since the Civil War and added "under God" to the pledge of allegiance as recently as 1954, but it took a Columbia University study to make changes in public school textbooks who were so devoid of references to the role of religion in American society that they failed to mention the deep religious motivation of Martin Luther King, Jr., or say who it was the Pilgrims thanked at their first thanksgiving. 

Religious values should permeate our public discussion and help us formulate a consensus of the kind of society in which we ought to live.  President Eisenhower, who became a Presbyterian late in life, uttered what may seem to be theological muddle but which makes certain sense in the American context when he declared "our institutions make no sense apart from a religious faith—and I don't care what it is."  We're going to have pluralism, a clash of understandings, but we can't have a human caring society devoid of religious values.


In a time when there does seem to be some signs of increasing hostility or at least skepticism about the constructive value of religion, we ought to do our best to insure the free exercise of religion.  
But, of course, that means for all, and not just for those who agree with us.  And we Christians have to be cautious about imposing our will by the force of government.  Because it is easy for some to think we are imposing our religious agenda when we take certain stands of public issues like capital punishment or immigration or abortion or euthanasia, or war.  Laws always reflect a certain perspective on morality, and Christians have a right and responsibility to try to convince others other their position.  But we have to be able to translate our religious convictions into universal principles, accessible to all faiths, trying to persuade on moral grounds subject to reason, and just assert on the basis of "God's will" or revelation not shared by others.  


This isn't easy, but sometimes the Christian community wants the state to do by law what it cannot persuade others to do voluntarily.   Surveys say 75% of the American people favor allowing prayer or at least a time of silence for prayer in public schools.  But frankly I am more concerned that we pray with our families at home. Some lament the lack of Bible reading in schools, when we don't do much Bible reading at home.  


When it comes to the declining influence of religion in public life, we have to look to ourselves first.  If our faith is strong and vibrant and seeks to make a witness not by coercion but by positive example, it will get a hearing.   The church can best serve the society when it goes about its business doing best what it can, "proclaiming God's reign and rule over all."  That task may make it unpopular to those in power, as Peter was to the authorities of his day.  But it is an essential task, nevertheless.  There is an old tradition about an emperor who kept by his side one whose sole responsibility was to say over and over again to the emperor, "Remember, you too are mortal."—lest the power go to his head.


In a sense, that is the church's task in a republic—to remind the civil authority, "remember, you too are mortal—you are not God."  We prod, push, encourage the society to reflect more closely what we believe God wants us to be and do.  But always to remember, that all nations and peoples, ours included, are mortal.  We stand under the judgment and mercy and grace of God Almighty.

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST OUR LORD 
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