Church and State:
Religion and Politics

By Dr. Jim Denison

Perhaps you've heard of the "Pulpit Initiative." gfoup of ministers came together in
Fall 2009 to challenge the IRS regulation prohilgitipastors from making political
endorsements from the pulpit. More than 30 mimssteok partisan messages to their
congregations in flagrant violation of the IRS nglj hoping to generate a legal battle.

What should be the relationship of church to stegkgion to politics? Should | use a
website essay to critique the candidates and emeinrge one? Should my church?
Should yours? How should faith and politics inéet®

On Thursday, April 30, 1789, General George Wadbimgvas presented to the United
States as our first president. As the General edalio the balcony of Federal Hall in
New York City, thousands of people jammed into gtreet below gave him a thunderous
ovation.

Suddenly the crowd became quiet as General Wasimrigtned toward Judge Robert R.
Livingston and placed his left hand on an opendaleBsitting upon a table beside him.
He raised his right hand, and swore to "faithfieliecute the office of the President of the
United States."”

There was a pause. Then the nation's first presatitled his own words, unscripted and
unexpected: "I swear, so help me God." The president over and kissed the Bible.
Then Justice Livingston turned to the crowd belavd &ried out, "Long live George
Washington, President of the United States!" Reableered. Church bells pealed.
Cannons at the nearby fort fired a salute.

From that day to this, every President of the Whitetates has followed George
Washington's precedent, concluding the oath otefith the words, "So help me God."
But what do they mean by their confession of faitH8w should Americans understand
the relation of church and state, faith and pdfic

This essay is only an introduction to an extremeiplved and somewhat controversial
subject. We'll survey briefly the history of thelkdite, examine the question biblically,
and seek relevant applications for our country @amndives today.

President Washington and the church/state relationship
George Washington became president of a nationhbstierly divided by its War for
Independence. When the Revolutionary War startedmril 19, 1775 with "the shot
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heard round the world," at least a fourth of thosts supported England. Patriots and
Loyalists maintained tensions and bitterness faryafter the conflict was ended.

Onenation?

It is a surprise to many to learn that Washingteoame president of a nation which was
still not sure it was a nation. In April, 1507, Na Waldseemuller, professor of

cosmography at the University of Saint-Die, proaltiee first map showing the Western
Hemisphere. He called it "America," after Amerigespucci, the Florentine merchant.
But from the very beginning, it was a question maojued whether the country which

emerged on these shores would be one nation or.many

The Declaration of Independence dropped the womtidn" from its text, with all
references made to the separate states insteadindt heading reads: "The unanimous
Declaration of the thirteen united States of AneeticThe resolution which adopted the
declaration states, "That these United Colonies ame of right ought to be, free and
independent States." Many felt that independerct@at create one nation, but thirteen.

Interestingly, the word "nation" or "national" appe nowhere in the Constitution. In
1800, Thomas Jefferson warned soberly that "a singhsolidated government would
become the most corrupt government on earth." Hegland threatened secession at the
end of Jefferson's first term over his economic gofitical stances. His response:
"Whether we remain in our confederacy, or breako idttlantic and Mississippi
confederacies, | do not believe very importanthie happiness of either part." And he
added, "separate them if it be better."

Under God?

Washington also became president during a timanofreous conflict regarding the role
of the church in the state. Protestant ministeedoout against "foreign Catholics" and
warned of the dangers of electing "papal loyalistspublic office. "No Popery" banners
flew in parts of New England. Following the congibnal decision to avoid any state-
supported church, many were concerned that thematnew leadership not endorse a
particular denomination or faith tradition.

Despite such concerns, our first president madgdrisonal faith commitment clear. He
was a lifelong Episcopalian, worshipping regulady Christ Episcopal Church in
Alexandria, Virginia. He rode ten miles to churgttvo to three hours on horseback)
whenever weather permitted, an example which bodimgs and encourages us today.

John Marshall (Chief Justice of the U.S. SupremerCand Washington's biographer)
described him as "a sincere believer in the Chmstaith and a truly devout man." He
believed in God the creator, arguing that "it igossible to account for the creation of
the universe, without the agency of a Supreme Beiligis impossible to govern the
universe, without the aid of a Supreme Being.s impossible to reason without arriving
at a Supreme Being. If there had been no God, mdnkould have been obliged to
imagine one."



He trusted God as his helper. Washington encodralgis troops during the
Revolutionary War: "The time is now near at handiclwkhmust probably determine
whether Americans are to be freemen or slaves;hehdhey are to have any property
they can call their own...The fate of unborn milliom#l now depend, under God, on the
courage and conduct of this army...Let us therefelgon the goodness of the cause and
aid of the Supreme Being, in whose hands victoryasanimate and encourage us to
great and noble actions."”

Immediately following his first inauguration, Présnt Washington and other officials
rode to St. Paul's Chapel on Fulton Street and @8vay for a religious service.
However, since most of the crowd could not fit itlle sanctuary, the president suggested
that they walk seven blocks to hear prayers offeogdEpiscopal Bishop Samuel
Provoost, just named Chaplain of the Senate. Whithe only time a religious service
has been an official part of a presidential inaagan.

On October 3, 1789, General Washington issued itbethanksgiving proclamation in
national history:

Whereas it is the duty of all nations to acknowketlte providence of Almighty
God, to obey His will, to be grateful for His batefand humbly to implore His
protection and favor...Now, therefore, | do recommetitht we may then all
unite in rendering unto Him our sincere and humtblanks for His kind care

and protection of the people of this country presito their becoming a nation;
for the signal and manifold mercies and the favéraimterpositions of His

providence in the course and conclusion of the late; for the degree of

tranquility, union, and plenty which we have sirgoyed; for the peaceable
and rational manner in which we have been enalegstablish constitutions of
government for our safety and happiness, and padity the national one now
lately instituted; for the civil and religious libly with which we are now
blessed...And also that we may then unite in mosblyuoffering our prayers

and supplications to the great Lord and Ruler ofiovas, and beseech Him to
pardon our national and other transgressions...tonpote the knowledge and
practice of one true religion and virtue.

On March 11, 1792, he wrote: "I am sure there nexss a people who had more reason
to acknowledge a Divine interposition in their affathan those of the United States; and
| should be pained to believe that they have faegothat Agency which was so often

manifested during our revolution, or that theyddilto consider the omnipotence of that
God who is alone able to protect them."

In his farewell address (September 19, 1796), BeasiWashington made clear his belief
that religion is indispensable for the moralityezdgal to America:

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead tditpmal prosperity, Religion

and morality are indispensable supports. In vaould man claim the tribute of
Patriotism, who should labor to subvert these gfeidiars of human happiness,
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these firmest props of the duties of Men and ciize The mere Politician,
equally with the pious man ought to respect andisheghem...And let us with
caution indulge the supposition, that morality che maintained without
religion. Whatever may be conceded to the inflaeoicrefined education on
minds of peculiar structure, reason and experiemath forbid us to expect that
National morality can prevail in exclusion of rabgs principle. 'Tis

substantially true, that virtue or morality is a gessary spring of popular
government.

And yet our first president was a firm supporterrefigious freedom. Writing to a
general convention of the Episcopal Church in 1T89stated, "The liberty enjoyed by
the people of these States, of worshiping Almighbd agreeably to their consciences, is
not only among the choicest of their blessings abst of their rights.”

Thomas Jefferson and the " wall of separation”

During his years as President, Thomas Jeffersoquémtly worshiped with the

congregation of Christ Episcopal Church in WashongtD.C. He once explained: "No
nation has yet existed or been governed withougiosl. I, as the Chief Magistrate of
this nation, am bound to give it the sanction of example." He also sent a note with
$50 (a large sum for the day) to the rector, Rexdraw J. McCormick, every New Year's
Day while he was President.

Jefferson authorized federal support for militahaglains and Christian missions to the
Indians. He attended Sunday services of Christiarship in the Capitol building, and

designated space in the Rotunda of the Univerdityirginia for chapel services. He

refused to issue Presidential proclamations foronat days of prayer, fasting, and
thanksgiving, but only because he considered thidd the responsibility of state

governments rather than the federal authoritiesGagernor of Virginia, he did issue

such calls.

What was Thomas Jefferson's personal faith? Whathis view of public faith?

Jefferson and Jesus

When President John Kennedy entertained a grolNiobel Prize winners in the White

House in December 1962, he welcomed them as thé dmstthguished gathering of

talents ever assembled in the Executive Mansioepxior when Jefferson dined there
alone. Our third president was indeed brilliantfaat which affected his faith in

significant ways.

His parents, Peter and Jane Randolph Jeffersom, earout Anglicans. When he was
nine years old, Jefferson went to live with Revublas A. Scott, a committed Calvinist;
Rev. Scott taught him Latin, Greek, and French. aAsollege student at William and
Mary, he later confessed, "I got my first viewstbé expansion of science and of the
system of things in which we are placed.”



He wrote his friend Benjamin Rush that his religidaeliefs were "the result of a life in
inquiry and reflection and...very different from thageti-Christian system attributed to me
by those who know nothing of my opinions. To thlwraptions of Christianity | am
indeed opposed, but not to genuine precepts ot Jemself."

Then he added, "I am a Christian, but | am a dhnsin the only sense in which |
believe Jesus wished anyone to be, sincerely attlatthhis doctrine in preference to all
others, ascribing to him all human excellence, helieving that he never claimed any
other."

Jefferson never joined a Christian congregatiomis Btatement helps to explain why:
"the Christian religion when divested of the ragsvhich they [the domineering clergy]
have inveloped [sic] it, and brought to the origiparity and simplicity of its benevolent
institutor, is a religion of all others most fridpdto liberty, science, and the freest
expression of the human mind."

He was, however, a great admirer of Jesus' etteeghings. Their "system of morality

was the most benevolent and sublime... ever taugldtcansequently more perfect than
those of any of the ancient philosophers.” He medrthat Jesus' “"character and
doctrines have received still greater injury frohode who pretend to be his special
disciples, and who have disfigured and sophistithte actions and precepts, from views
of personal interest, so as to induce the unthmkigrt of mankind to throw off the whole

system in disgust, and to pass sentence as an tenpws the most innocent, the most
benevolent, and the most eloquent and sublime cterthat ever has been exhibited to
man."

Jefferson and public faith

Thomas Jefferson was among our country's most claadvocates for freedom of and
from religion. In June of 1779 he sponsored a #itl Religious Freedom in his home
state of Virginia. He was more proud of that thkn of all the offices he held, including
the Presidency.

As further proof of the importance of this bill f@defferson, note the epitaph he wrote for
his grave at Monticello, a statement which showsatwhe deemed most important:
"Author of the Declaration of Independence, of #tatute of Virginia for religious
freedom, and father of the University of Virginialfi a letter to his friend Benjamin Rush
he asserted, "I have sworn upon the altar of Gtpal hostility against every form of
tyranny over the mind of man."

Jefferson was author of the most widely quotedisipgrase and metaphor on the subject
of church-state relations. Upon his election assi@ent, the Baptist Association of
Danbury, Connecticut sent him a letter of congedtohs (October 7, 1801). They saw
his anti-Federalist platform as assuring their @niry) rights of religious freedom, and
they were right. In his response of January 1,21B8 stated, "I contemplate with
sovereign reverence that act of the whole Amerigaaple which declared that their
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legislature should 'make no law respecting an &shabent of religion or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof," thus building a wall ofa@gion between Church and State."

Jesus and Caesar

The most famous document in American history begims: "When in the Course of
human events, it becomes necessary for one pemplisdolve the political bands which
have connected them with another, and to assumeaith@ powers of the earth, the
separate and equal station to which the Laws ofifdaand of Nature's God entitle them,
a decent respect to the opinions of mankind reguhat they should declare the causes
which impel them to the separation. . . .

"We hold these truths to be self-evident, thatnaéin are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienablghk, that among these are Life,

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.--That to sectihese rights, Governments are
instituted among Men, deriving their just powersnfr the consent of the governed,

--That whenever any Form of Government becomesuwgste of these ends, it is the

Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, dadnstitute new Government, laying its

foundation on such principles and organizing itsv@s in such form, as to them shall

seem most likely to effect their Safety and Hapgsne

When the Continental Congress adopted this stateoreduly 4, 1776, they laid the
foundations for freedoms we celebrate 229 yeags.laBut what did Mr. Jefferson and
his fellow patriots mean when they wrote, "all nae...endowed by their Creator with
certain unalienable Rights"? According to theiculment, we are creatures of a Creator.
How are we to relate both to Creator and countrg®s ask Jesus.

Understand the question

It is Tuesday of Holy Week. Jesus is teaching ¢hewvds gathered in the Temple
corridors. Now the unlikeliest of political coatihs comes against him. The Pharisees
hated the Roman occupation. But they also hatedsJe They considered his grace-
centered message in violation of the Law and itwatels. He was a heretic whose
influence must be stopped. On the other hand,Hbmdians supported the Roman
occupation in every way. They and the Pharisees weconstant political conflict. But
they also saw Jesus as a threat to the Empire'srpolike the Pharisees, they wanted
him arrested or even killed.

So these two groups "went out and laid plans o lwen in his words" (Matthew 22:15).
Luke gives us their underlying motive: "They hogeccatch Jesus in something he said
so that they might hand him over to the power anthaity of the governor" (Luke
20:20). The Pharisees sent some of their "dis€lgkz him (Matthew 22:16), students at
one of the two Pharisaic theological seminariedarusalem. Their youth might endear
them to Jesus; at any event, they would be lesgrezable to him than their leaders.

After patronizing him with compliments, they spritiggir trap: "Is it right to pay taxes to
Caesar or not?" (v. 17). Their grammar requir&gesa” or "no" answer. And either will



serve their purpose. They have pushed a veryuttirh The "taxes” to which they refer
were the poll-tax or "census" taxes paid by allesabver the age of 14 and all females
over the age of 12. They were paid directly toEngperor himself.

And they required the use of a coin which was despiby the Jewish populace. This
was the "denarius," a silver coin minted by the Erop himself. It was the only Roman

coin which claimed divine status for the Caesam dde side it pictured the head of
Emperor Tiberius with the Latin inscription, "Tilnes Caesar son of the divine

Augustus.” On the other side it pictured Pax,Rloenan goddess of peace, with the Latin
inscription, "high priest.” It was idolatrous imet extreme.

The tax it paid led to a Jewish revolt in A.D. 6igthestablished the Zealot movement.
That movement eventually resulted in the destranabbJerusalem and the Jewish nation
in A.D. 70. At this time that movement was growimgpower and influence. Jesus'
opponents were asking him to take a position omtbst inflammatory issue of the day.

If he says that it is right to pay taxes to Caeder,public will turn from him in revolt and
his influence will be at an end. If he says thas inot, he will be a traitor to Rome and
the authorities will arrest and execute him. Hitvay, the hands of these schemers will
be clean, and they will be rid of their enemy.

We ask the same question today: are we to suppodauntry or our Creator? To whom
do we owe allegiance? Jesus' answer is yes.

Obey the answer

Our Lord asks for a denarius, and then asks thé/hpse portrait is this?" (v. 20). They
tell him that it bears the image and inscriptiorCaesar. And he replies, "Give to Caesar
what is Caesar's, and give to God what is God's21y. If taxes belong to the nation,
pay them. If worship belongs to God, give it. &iw each what is due. Live in two
countries, a citizen of both.

Paul clarifies this image of citizenship when hdlscais "Christ's ambassadors” (2
Corinthians 5:20). American ambassadors live meifpm countries, under appointment
by their president at home. They are to obey #veslof the country where they are
stationed, and support their leaders. But alwagy will have a second, even higher
allegiance to their home country and her leadend A they must choose between the
two, their loyalties are clear.

Like them, we are each to obey and support ourrgawvg authorities:

» "Everyone must submit himself to the governing atittes, for there is no
authority except that which God has establishetle duthorities that exist have
been established by God" (Romans 13:1).

* "This is also why you pay taxes, for the authositege God's servants, who give
their full time to governing. Give everyone whaiyowe him: If you owe taxes,
pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respeen tlespect; if honor, then honor"
(Romans 13:6-7).

Dr. Jm Denison, President, Center for laiaith, vwwvinformedFaith.comCopyfight © 2009. Pagé



e "l urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayensercession and thanksgiving be
made for everyone—for kings and all those in authdhat we may live peaceful
and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness" ifhdthy 2:1-2; cf. Titus 3:1-2).

But we are also to obey and serve our Lord:

* "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledné fools despise wisdom and
discipline" (Proverbs 1:7).

*  "You kings, be wise; be warned, you rulers of tthe Serve the Lord with fear
and rejoice with trembling. Kiss the Son, lesbkeeangry and you be destroyed in
your way, for his wrath can flare up in a momeBtessed are all who take refuge
in him" (Psalm 2:10-12).

« Why? "By me kings reign and rulers make laws that asg;joy me princes
govern, and all nobles who rule on earth” (Prové$-16).

Peter explains well the relationship between Chaisti Caesar: "Submit yourselves for
the Lord's sake to every authority instituted amongn: whether to the king, as the
supreme authority, or to governors, who are senhioy to punish those who do wrong
and to commend those who do right . . . Show proggpect to everyone: Love the
brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the kiffgPeter 2:13-14, 17).

So we are to love people, fear God, and honor tifiee s Do not fear people or state, but

God alone. In other words, serve your highest aatyn When you can serve Christ and

state, serve both. If you must choose, choosesChFhe same apostles who taught us to
serve the Empire were martyred by its emperors leedhey would not stop preaching

the gospel. Because they chose to serve Caesagsutiiey could not also serve Christ.

Serve your highest authority, always.

Afreechurch in afree state

When each of our presidents ends his oath of offitle the words, "so help me God," he
will speak for Christians everywhere. We are twasdCaesar and Christ, but our highest
authority first. We are to be loyal citizens ofr @ountry, but even more, loyal citizens of
heaven.

This position is best for both. The Southern Bapgfionvention met in Washington, D.C.
in 1920. Standing on the east steps of the ndtioagitol on Sunday, May 16, Dr.
George W. Truett delivered the most significantradd on religious liberty in American
Baptist history. Among his remarks were these graghs, commenting on the biblical
text we have just reviewed:

That utterance of Jesus, 'Render therefore untos@athe things which are
Caesar's, and unto God the things that are Gods,'one of the most
revolutionary and history-making utterances thagrefell from those lips divine.
That utterance, once for all, marked the divorcementluirch and state. It
marked a new era for the creeds and deeds of rfiemas the sunrise gun of a
new day, the echoes of which are to go on and @hamuntil in every land,



whether great or small, the doctrine shall havedbt® supremacy everywhere
of a free church in a free state.

In behalf of our Baptist people | am compelled ay ghat forgetfulness of the
principles that | have just enumerated, in our jodt, explains many of the
religious ills that now afflict the world. All wemell with the early churches in
their earlier days. They were incomparably triuraphdays for the Christian
faith. Those early disciples of Jesus, withoutspge and worldly power, yet
aflame with the love of God and the passion of €hwent out and shook the
pagan Roman empire from center to circumferenceenein one brief
generation. Christ's religion needs no prop of digd from any worldly
source, and to the degree that it is thus suppagedmillstone hanged about its
neck.

Dr. Truett echoed the remarks of John Leland, dnéh® most important Baptists in

colonial history, when he said in 1791: "Governmigges no more to do with the religious
opinions of men, than it has with the principlesnodithematics. Let every man speak
freely without fear, maintain the principles heibees, worship according to his own

faith, either one God, three Gods, no God, or twe&hbds; and let government protect
him in so doing."

George Washington and Thomas Jefferson would hgveed. Mr. Washington was
public about his faith, clear about his commitmenthe authority of Scripture and the
miraculous powers of his God. Mr. Jefferson wasgbe about his faith, doubtful of
biblical authority and unsure that the Maker of tin@iverse ever intervenes in his
creation. But both believed in religious liberfyeedom from, of, and for faith.

Neither wanted the state to control the churchtherchurch to control the state. Both
wanted us to be free to choose which God, if argyserve. Both would have us render
to Caesar what is his, and to Christ what is Bisth are right.

Conclusion

In practical terms, then, how do we serve both? giWe our taxes, as Jesus taught us.
We give our obedience to the government wheneveawelso obey our Lord. Luther
said, "It is necessary to have governments becewgsare sinners." We need them, and
must obey them so long as we can also obey Christ.

We give our service to our country as God direc@hurches are not to be political
organizations, endorsing or supporting politicalnchdates. But Christians are to be
fully engaged in political and public leadershig?lato said, "The punishment of wise
men who refuse to take part in the affairs of gowent is to be live under the
government of unwise men."
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And so we give our witness. We are salt and lighthis decaying, dark planet. We
preach the gospel at all times, and when necessaryse words. We serve both Caesar
and Christ, but always our highest authority.

So, during an election, which candidate do | englréleither. | should not and will not
use my position as a minister to support a polit@andidate or party. | will resist
vehemently any effort to polarize our church arowngbolitical agenda. Our job as
believers is to be salt and light in a nation desfgefor both, to pray for our leaders and
our nation during these crucial days and to witniessur faith with our words and works.

During an election, which candidate should you &le@o Pray hard; search your heart as
the Spirit leads you; make the decision you belieast honors God and fulfills his will
for you; then support whomever is elected with yprayers and encouragement. And
never forget that your highest allegiance is na toan but to your Master.

The Declaration of Independence ends thus: "Weetbee, the Representatives of the
united States of America, in General Congress, Abted, appealing to the Supreme
Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intens, do, in the Name, and by Authority
of the good People of these Colonies, solemnlyighildnd declare, That these United
Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free anépeddent States . . . And for the
support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance the protection of divine Providence,
we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, outdiogs and our sacred Honor."

Let's join them.



