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How do you like my colors today? I normally wear this blue shirt during Advent, and this red tie
on Pentecost, but this combination felt appropriate today. I've never worn both at the same time before!

And how was your Fourth? Katharine and Ben and I watched the fireworks at the fairgrounds
Friday night, which was once again a spectacular show. In a sermon I gave way back in 2008, just seven
weeks after we moved here, I said that the fireworks show at the fairgrounds was “a dazzling display of
pyrotechnics that practically filled our whole range of vision and kept going on and on and on - with
one spectacular boom after hoom after hoom!” It’s nice to know that some things haven’t changed! Over
the weekend we watched National Treasure, the 2004 Disney film that tells a fictitious story about the
Declaration of Independence being stolen; yesterday while I was writing this sermon [ was listening to
music from Hamilton; last night we watched the fireworks over New York City (but didn’t stay up late to
watch the fireworks over Washington DC); and on our to-do list is to watch the musical 1776. Ialso took
time this week to re-read, in their entirety, the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Bill
of Rights, and the seventeen other amendments that have been adopted over the past 235 years. That
was a very illuminating exercise, one I would highly recommend to every citizen in this country.

What I'd like to do this morning is to talk about three things: first, the relationship between
church and state; second, Christian Nationalism - what it is, and what’s wrong with it; and third, values,
both American and Christian, which are different but similar, and which overlap in places.

So, first: the relationship between church and state. This is an issue that comes up from time to
time, sometimes when people feel like clergy or churches are overstepping their boundaries, and at
other times when people feel like the government or civic leaders are overstepping their boundaries.

I'm going to start with a bit of a quiz. I've got three questions for you. Question #1: Were any signers of
the Declaration of Independence members of the clergy? ... Yes. Several of them had received
theological training; two of them had been ordained and had served as pastors; one of them was
actively serving as a member of the clergy. Question #2: Do you know his name? ... John Withersoon.
Question #3: What denomination did he belong to? ... The Presbyterian Church. Yes, a Presbyterian
pastor signed the Declaration of Independence. In doing so, he was committing an act of high treason
against the British Crown. The punishment for treason was death. He was literally risking his life when
he put his pen to that document. Iwould ask those who think that members of the clergy should stay
out of politics: should Witherspoon have signed that Declaration? Should he have even been a member
of the Continental Congress? Or should we erase his name from the Declaration of Independence? Of
course not! We Presbyterians in this country consider him a hero. Later he was elected as Moderator of
the very first General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. Today
there is a statue of him at the Presbyterian Historical Society in Philadelphia. There are other good

2026.07.05 “America 250" 1



examples of clergy who got very involved in politics - and made a huge difference for good because of it!
- like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German Lutheran pastor who spoke out against Adolf Hitler and the
Nazi regime; Oscar Romero, the Archbishop of San Salvador who spoke out against poverty, social
injustice, assassinations, and torture during the Salvadoran Civil War; Desmond Tutu, the Anglican
bishop from South Africa who aggressively opposed South Africa’s apartheid government; and Martin
Luther King, the Baptist minister who became the most important leader of the civil rights movement
here in our country. I think every Christian should look up to these members of the clergy who
courageously put their faith into action. Three of those five were killed because of what they did.

[ would also encourage those who think that clergy or churches should stay out of politics to go
read their Bibles more closely. John the Baptist was executed because he spoke out against the Roman
Governor of Galilee. Moses advocated for the rights of his people before the Egyptian Pharaoh and then
led hundreds of thousands of runaway slaves to freedom. Courageous prophets like Elijah, Amos,
Micah, and Jeremiah vehemently spoke out against their own rulers, and in return some of them were
beaten, exiled, or ran for their lives. In the New Testament, all of the apostles were arrested; Paul was
arrested at least three times; even the Wise Men defied a direct order from King Herod. Then there’s
Jesus. He’s called the “Son of God” - which was a term Emperor Augustus used to refer to himself. He’s
called “Lord” — which was a term Romans used to refer to the Emperor. He’s called “Savior” - which is
what the Emperor was called on many Roman inscriptions. Those were all political terms that became
titles for Jesus. Even the term “good news” — that was the term the Romans used when they announced
major political events, like a military victory. And when Jesus entered Jerusalem that last time, riding a
donkey, surrounded by a crowd hailing him as the Son of David - that was a small-scale version of what
Pontius Pilate would do with his troops when he would come to Jerusalem. Jesus was making a political
statement. It was practically a protest. The Bible is far more political than most Christians realize.

Here’s another question that comes up from time to time: are we a Christian country? It is true
that many of the founding fathers of our country held Christian beliefs and attended church, to greater
or lesser degrees. But when you look more closely, you find some interesting facts. George Washington
was an Anglican, and he referred to “Providence” or “the Almighty” many times in his writings, but he
almost never mentioned Jesus, and he frequently left worship services before communion was served.
Thomas Jefferson’s views were more Deist than Christian; he saw Jesus as a great moral teacher, fully
human but not divine, and he cut up the Bible with a razor, keeping only the ethical teachings of Jesus
and removing all miracles and anything supernatural. Benjamin Franklin was raised as a Puritan but
later rejected most Christian teachings, choosing to believe in a Creator God, divine Providence, moral
living, and public service. John Adams was a Unitarian; he rejected the doctrine of the Trinity. The list
goes on. So it should come as no surprise that the words “Jesus” and “Christ” do not appear anywhere in
either the Declaration of Independence or in the Constitution. The Declaration does contain four
references to God: “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God,” “endowed by their Creator with certain
inalienable Rights,” “appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions,”
and “with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence.” None of those references are explicitly
Christian; instead, they are phrases commonly used in 18™-century Deist and Enlightenment writings.
Then, in the Constitution, there is absolutely no mention of God. The only religious wording to be
found is in the clause at the very end stating that the Constitution was ratified “in the Year of our Lord
one thousand seven hundred and Eighty seven.” The Constitution is a secular document, establishing a
secular government. If the founders had wanted to create an explicitly Christian nation, they could
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have done so. They could easily have included religious wording in the Preamble. That’s what the
Confederate states did, when they created their Constitution in 1861. The founders of our country didn’t
do that. Article VI of the Constitution prohibits any law that would require holders of public office to
affirm religious views: “no religious Test shall ever be required as a Qualification to any Office or public
Trust under the United States.” That’s different from what was happening in the states; most of them
required anybody holding public office to affirm Christian beliefs, and some of them allowed only
Protestants to hold office. The founders of our country held a more open view. In 1786 Virginia adopted
a statute, written by Jefferson, that established the right for citizens of that state to worship however
they please. In Jefferson’s autobiography, he said that the intent of his statute was “to comprehend,
within the mantle of its protection, the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian and Mahometan [Muslim],
the Hindoo, and Infidel of every denomination.” In 1791, religious freedom was enshrined in the First
Amendment: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof.” Jefferson coined the phrase “separation of church and state,” in a letter he wrote
in 1802: “I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people which declared
that their legislature should ‘make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof] thus building a wall of separation between Church & State.” So “separation of
church and state” means that our government has absolutely no business telling us what religion to
practice or what beliefs to hold. If the government ever starts doing that, then it is violating our rights
as American citizens. We have the freedom hold whatever faith we choose - or no faith at all.

Which leads me to Christian nationalism. What is Christian nationalism? This has been the
subject of many articles and books in recent years. Here’s one definition, from the Encyclopedia
Brittanica: Christian nationalism is an “ideology that seeks to create or maintain a legal fusion of
Christian religion with a nation’s character. Advocates of Christian nationalism consider their view of
Christianity to be an integral part of their country’s identity and want the government to promote—or
even enforce—the religion’s position within it.” So Christian nationalism is fundamentally at odds with
both the Constitution and the First Amendment. Christian nationalism also frequently overlaps with
white supremacy, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, anti-immigrant sentiments, and hierarchical gender
roles. From a Christian perspective, Christian nationalism is fundamentally at odds with the teachings
of Jesus, who rejected worldly power, taught his followers to serve people rather than lord authority over
them, taught his followers to love all their neighbors, never coerced people to follow him, and effectively
founded a global religion that generously welcomes all people. In recent years, various Christian
denominations have issued statements repudiating Christian nationalism. Just last week, our own
Presbyterian General Assembly, comprised of elected commissioners from all around the country, voted
overwhelmingly in support of a proposed amendment to our church Constitution that would read as
follows: “The church rejects any ideology that seeks to establish Christianity as a privileged or dominant
force through the power of the state, or that conflates religious identity with national, racial, or ethnic
supremacy. Such ideologies, in all their forms, are incompatible with the example and teachings of
Jesus Christ, constitute a theological error, undermine the church’s faithful witness, and are contrary to
the church.” That proposed amendment now goes to all 164 presbyteries around the country for further
discussion and a vote. Every ordained minister and every elder commissioner from every Presbyterian
church around the country will have an opportunity to speak and vote on that proposed amendment.

Finally, I want to say a few words about values. On Easter Sunday last year, I talked about the
values of Jesus, and I identified five themes that I see in his teachings about how we are to live. Isaid:
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(1) “Jesus wants us to have a deep and profound love for God;” (2) “Jesus wants us to have a deep and
profound love for other people;” (3) “Jesus wants us to have a deep and profound respect for the worth
and dignity of every other person on this earth, regardless of their country of origin, their native
language, their skin color, their race or ethnicity, or any other worldly factor;” (4) “Jesus wants us to have
a deep and profound commitment to righteousness and justice;” and (5) “Jesus wants us to deeply and
profoundly care for the poor and needy” That sermon is still online if you want to read or listen to it.

Our country’s foundational documents also lift up some clear values. You know these words.
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just
powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to
them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.” So which values are important?
Equality. Life. Liberty. Happiness. Safety. And the right to form our own government. It took a
couple tries to come up with a Constitution that attempted to embody those values — although it came
up rather short on the “equality” part, because - in its original form - our Constitution did not abolish
slavery, and it allowed states make their own rules about who could and could not vote. Still, the
Constitution describes what it envisions the purpose of government to be: “We the People of the United
States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for
the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and
our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” So which
values are important? Trying to form a more perfect Union. A Union that is notable for its justice. For
its tranquility. For its common defense. For its general welfare. And for its liberty. Those are the stated
goals of our government. Those are the goals that we need to always aim for. The greatness of America
has nothing to do with its military might or its economic strength. The greatness of America has to do
with how well we are living into our stated goals. Those should always be our country’s first priorities.

There is overlap between the values of Jesus and the values of our nation. The values that stand
out most strongly to me are equality and justice. Both Jesus and the Declaration of Independence lift up
the fundamental equality of all people. They do it differently - Jesus, by the way he treats people and by
the way he teaches us to treat people; the Declaration, by affirming that it is “self-evident” that we are all
created equal. And both Jesus and our Constitution explicitly emphasize the importance of justice.
Merriam-Webster defines justice as “the process or result of using laws to fairly judge cases, redress
wrongs, and punish crimes” and as “the quality of being just, impartial, or fair” The justice that Jesus
metes out is different from the justice that good civil courts mete out, but the intent is the same: to
make sure that all people are treated fairly. We've got a long ways to go in this country before the goals
of equality and justice will be fully realized. Let’s re-commit ourselves to working towards those goals.

It’s been a pretty good run, these past 250 years. We've gone a long ways towards establishing
freedom, equality, and justice for all people. But we also have a very long ways yet to go. So let’s make
the next 250 years even better than the first. Here’s to another 250, America! Here’s to another 250.
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