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Scripture:  Luke 20: 20-26

                 Colossians 3:1-11

A salesman called me at the church the other day with some ideas for my sermon on this, the weekend of the Fourth of July.  
His company produces videos for use in teaching and preaching.  I told him we didn’t have the technical set-up for that – much less the congregational inclination to go that way with worship. But I admit it – I was curious for a variety of reasons. So I used the link he provided to check out his videos online. 

Those he was promoting for use today featured dramatic music and one of those “voice of God” narrators.  On one, the narrator read from the Declaration of Independence. On another, he recited the words to the national anthem.  The images were mostly of our American flag waving briskly in the breeze and of our soldiers serving us in the Middle East.
It is good to be reminded of the privilege of being American and of the response to duty of our service men and women. We should pray with hearts full of gratitude for those men and women and all who serve our country – and we will later in the service.

But the image I have stuck in my head on this 232nd birthday of our country is a different one.  It is of a beautiful little girl, maybe three years old, that age when little girls are so full of wonder, joy and pure, unadulterated sweetness. Or at least they should be.

This little girl was looking up with large, round dark eyes and a little dress on. Below the dress, her little legs were both in big, bulky white casts, broken by thugs of Zimbabwe leader Robert Mugabe as part of their reign of terror in the days leading up to the recent so-called ‘election’ in that African nation. 

The thugs were just making sure that opponents of Mugabe didn’t stir up too many votes. The little girl, whose photograph appeared on the front page of the New York Times, had been beaten because she was somehow related to someone who opposed Mugabe, who has been condemned worldwide as a nothing short of a dictator.

*      *     *

Thinking about that atrocity – and the image of that innocent little girl – is a tough way to begin listening to a sermon, whose intent, as with any sermon, is to proclaim the sovereign love of God.  I realize that. But stick with me, if you will.

Here in Charlotte, a man named Dr. Noah Manyika runs a non-profit organization called Hope Junction.  It provides training, recreation and educational opportunities for inner city youths as an alternative to idle time spent on the streets. Because Noah is from Zimbabwe, several of his friends and acquaintances were curious about his perspective on what is going on there.  In response, he recently wrote a letter to his friends and supporters. A recent visitor to Caldwell shared that letter with me last week. 

Listen to what he says, think of that little girl in Zimbabwe with the broken legs and then reflect on the blessing, the privilege and the responsibility 

we have been given to live in a country like ours.

The tragedy of Africa is that we have thought we can build modern nations by simply replacing one set of leaders with another, whether through military coups or in a few cases through the electoral process.   I am convinced that what makes America's electoral process work is the constitutional foundation laid by George Washington, Ben Franklin, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson et al, and the culture they created that made everyone, including those who disagreed with each other, feel they had a vested interest in making the American experiment work.  
*      *      * 

So maybe now you see how I make the leap from highly produced patriotic videos to a simple still photograph of a little girl with legs broken by a tyrant … and why my angle on patriotism is a bit unorthodox this Fourth of July.

And it’s good to be reminded that America was – and still is – a great experiment, lest we ever assume we have it perfected, because we don’t.

Experiments mean taking risk.  Great experiments mean taking great risk.  As Dr. Manyika wrote in his letter, one of the greatest risks our founding fathers took was giving us freedom of thought and expression. 

As important as anything, the founding fathers extended that freedom to religion.  And because the founding fathers gave us religious tolerance – as opposed to joining church and state together formally by designating a state religion – we are a stronger nation.

That is the conclusion of a book by Steven Waldman that I’ve just finished, titled Founding Faith: Providence, Politics and the Birth of Religious Freedom in America, and his argument is convincing.

The providential piece, Waldman says, is that the founding fathers were themselves a collection of various religious views.  They believed in God, and were mostly Christians – but in various forms. Some were Deists, meaning they believed God kept a distance from the daily affairs of people.  Some were more like Unitarians. One was Catholic.  And others, like George Washington, were as much pragmatists as they were Christian.

Each, thank God, was strong minded and each equally committed to the common good. As a result, they worked hard to ensure that religious liberty was one of the main building blocks of the American experiment.

The founding fathers, Waldman writes, recognized that the best way to help faith flourish in their new nation was to keep it out of the hands of government. 

James Madison, among others, said religious liberty would provide an open path to God, that religious freedom would lead to broader freedom, diversity and tolerance. And, as shown in the recent Pew study that I cited last week, America has indeed become one of the most religiously tolerant nations in the world.

Even more important, Waldman writes, religious tolerance has created a broad morality “that improved the status of the disenfranchised.” 

“The efforts to abolish slavery, end child labor, conserve the environment, create an eight-hour day, promote civil rights for blacks, enfranchise women, establish public schools, create a social safety net all were driven in large part by people of faith and religious organizations.” 

He concludes: “ … we are the most religiously vibrant nation on earth not despite the separation of church and state – and religious freedom – but because of it.”

To say it simply and concisely, Madison, Jefferson, Washington and others believed that God didn’t need government’s help. In their own way, they were abiding by what Jesus said in the twentieth chapter of Luke.

     *      *     *

You recall the often-quoted lines from that episode.  The chief priests and scribes of the Temple, who were anything but champions of religious tolerance, were trying to trap Jesus into saying something that would get him in trouble with the church and the state.

They asked:  ‘Should people pay taxes to the Caesar?’

(I’ve always wondered if an agent of the Roman IRS came up with that question.)

Regardless, Jesus was too smart, by far. 

“Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s.”

If your money is printed by the government, he said, then, yes, you should pay taxes with that money.  

But whatever you get from God, belongs to God.

It was one of those rare “shut up and sit down” victories for Christ, though that is my language, not Christ’s. 

And that was the last word on the matter, at least that day. At that point, scripture says, the priests and scribes who were out to get Jesus simply “became silent.”

But years later, the apostle Paul would expand on how the church differs from the state or any other organization for that matter. 

Paul’s message to the churches of the first century was that Christ gave his life and, in the church, gave us his body to carry out his work.

Then and now, this Body of Christ, the church, stands apart from the body politic.  

Both are needed, but only one is final and absolute, God’s love, sealed in Christ’s blood for our salvation, a promise that rises above all else, a promise that we celebrate today with communion.  

That is the good news of the gospel and it trumps any other news you will hear, whether that news is about princes or presidents, tyrants or terrorists. 

*       *      *

William Sloane Coffin was Chaplain at Yale University and Senior Minister at Riverside Church in New York. Most of all, he was a voice for conscience and change amid the tumult of the 1960s, when he offered these words.

“I think we can say that democracy is a form of government that demands more virtue of its citizens than any other form of government, but I do not think we can say that democracy guarantees that the virtue will be exercised.”
  

On this weekend, when we celebrate the birth of our nation, we count among our many blessings that we have the freedom to be the Body of Christ in a free nation.

We respond to the call to be the kind of citizens envisioned by our founders and appreciated by people like Dr. Manyika … serving the common interests of our nation … out of a sense of moral obligation … rooted in our faith, a gift of God … that we are left free to practice.

So, today, our prayers are many. In conclusion, please join me in a brief litany of prayer.  I will begin … then pause, when I invite you to join me saying the phrase, “O God, Hear our Prayer.”  Let us pray.

Sovereign God, 

We pray with gratitude for the wisdom of the founders in giving us religious freedom and for the courage and foresight it took to make that liberty part of our great experiment.  

O God, hear our prayer.

We pray for our current and future national leaders, that they might direct this nation to realize its full potential to be a beacon of hope and liberty in the world. 

O God, hear our prayer.

We pray for God’s justice -  in places like Zimbabwe, that innocent men, women and children will one day be liberated from the grasp of corrupt dictators.  

O God, hear our prayer.

We also pray for God’s justice here at home, where we as a society have failed to deliver the promise of our nation to our all of our neighbors.

O God, hear our prayer..

Most of all, we pray for the strength and the selflessness to follow Christ’s words, to render to God all that is God’s and to do so while uttering  the prayer, not my will but thy will be done. 

O God, hear our prayer.

Amen
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