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Recently, a member of our staff here at the Seminary was involved in a conversa-
tion with a social worker caring for an elderly parent. At some point in the con-

versation, the staff person mentioned being married to a minister, whereupon the
social worker replied: “A minister! Well, I guess I know now who you two are voting
for this November.” That was the end of the conversation, and the name of the
assumptive presidential candidate in the social worker’s mind was never revealed. In
fact, the privacy of the political leanings of both persons was protected by each of
them, thankfully.

In that sense, that conversation was no doubt a great deal more respectful than a
lot of other conversations in this highly polarized election season. But what are we to
make of the assumption that your choice of a particular candidate or political party is
made formulaically easier by the fact that you are a practitioner of the Christian faith?
It’s bad enough in this red state/blue state culture of ours when, under cover of dark-
ness, neighbors in one political party repeatedly snatch the yard signs trumpeting
someone’s candidates from another party; or when, in traffic, passersby blow their
horns or gesture inhospitably because your bumper sticker promotes the name of
someone they obviously don’t support. But it gets worse when in our highly partisan
discourse we conclude that maybe God, too, is self-evidently either a Democrat or a
Republican.

Nobody in this institution is prepared to suggest that God has declared one way
or the other in this election season, but we do want to suggest, and forcefully, that reli-
gious belief and political involvement go together. After all, as Reformed Christians
we believe in the sovereignty of God, which means, as Fred Craddock put it once,
“There is not one square inch in all of creation where, if you look hard enough, you
won’t find carved the initials of God.”

What follows in this issue of Insights is a series of perspectives on the relationship
between the Christian faith and the responsibility of expressing it in our public life.
Ismael García, in our lead article, lifts up what is noble about politics—its ability to
order the ways in which we live in community authentically. But he goes on to frame
our politics within the larger conviction that the purposes of God are embodied with-
in all of creation. Jim Currie draws from the resources of our Reformed tradition the
reminder that there always remains an appropriate critical distance between our faith
and our politics. Nancy Duff, Jerry Hughes, Robert Abzug, and Bee Moorhead all
offer must-reads that will stimulate your thinking from various thoughtful perspec-
tives; and a panel of pastors from around the country reflect on several practical mat-
ters around this topic that will be good grist for the mill.

We hope you will find these articles useful as you discern the political choices
toward which your faith is leading you in this election season.

Theodore J. Wardlaw
President, Austin Seminary

I N T RO D U C T I O N
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W
hat ought the relationship be between politics and religion? Should citizens
bring their religious convictions to bear in the decision-making process and
the choices they make in the public realm? These questions have become a

perennial controversy that has captivated the imagination of both the religious and the
political community. This country’s founding fathers recognized that the colonies could
only constitute themselves as a unified, stable, and peaceful nation if its basic social
institutions preserved and protected the religious freedom and political diversity of its
citizens. This belief challenged the wisdom of the Old World which held that the estab-
lishment of one official religion produces a shared system of values which in turn pro-
motes social order, harmony, and stability. The United States was born as a religiously
diverse nation characterized by a plurality of morals and values. In the course of our his-
tory, we have steadily become even more pluralistic. Thus, it is no surprise that we har-
bor different understandings of how the religious and the political realms ought to
relate to one another.

POLITICS AND RELIGION
IS M A E L GA RC Í A

Ismael García, professor of Christian ethics at Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary, has special-
ized in the intersection of Christian ethics and issues of social justice. He earned an M.A. from the
University of Chicago and the Ph.D. from the University of Chicago Divinity School. Professor Gar-
cía is the author of Dignidad: Ethics through Hispanic Eyes (Abingdon Press, 1997) and Intro-
ducción a la Ética Cristiana (Abingdon Press, 2003). He has served as the editor and major contrib-
utor to Diccionario Ilustrado de Intérpretes de la Fe: Veinte Siglos do Pensamiento Cristiano
(Editorial Clie, España 2004).

“The First Prayer in Congress”
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POLITICAL VOICES

Those who oppose making and justifying policy decisions on a religious basis do so
for a number of reasons. First, they affirm the separation between the public

sphere and the private sphere, or the separation of church and state, and locate the reli-
gious exclusively within the private sphere. This boundary has served us well, and we
bridge it to the detriment of both the religious and political communities. Second, they
claim that religious argument and practices are, in principle, sectarian and conducive
to social divisiveness, as can be seen in the Middle East, the Balkans, Northern Ireland,
Africa, and Indonesia. More recently the national and international threat of terrorism
has also been fueled by the passion of religious convictions. When religion enters the
public sphere, the possibilities for political negotiation and reasonable compromises
seem to be significantly diminished. Third, religion is understood to be essentially
monologial, authoritarian, and socially conservative. Fourth, they claim that religion
inevitably leads to political instability since religious people, in giving their ultimate
loyalty to something other than the political state, can at best be seen as conditionally
patriotic citizens. Fifth, constitutionally speaking, it is a violation of the principle of the
separation of church and state to shape public policy on religious grounds. In particu-
lar, it violates the non-establishment clause that prohibits government from establish-
ing an official religion of the state, or favoring a religious practice or belief as being true
or preferable to others.1 Finally, they claim that most politicians appeal to religious sym-
bols and beliefs, not because they are committed or care for them, but because they rec-
ognize religious sentiments and convictions as a source of power to be manipulated for
their own self-interest. For all of these reasons, this perspective prefers to limit political
claims and policy options to secular justifications. 

Other politicians fully support the use of religious convictions to provide the jus-
tification for laws and public policies. Politicians as different as Democratic Senator
Joseph Lieberman, an Orthodox Jew, and Republican President George W. Bush, an
evangelical Methodist, share the abiding conviction that the nation ought to retrieve
the religious heritage that has been an intrinsic part of the formation of its basic insti-
tutions.2

Those holding this perspective challenge the claims made by religion’s detractors.
First, they claim that the boundary between the public and the private is fluid and
porous. Each will inevitably influence the other. This perspective emphasizes that the
non-establishment clause of the Constitution exists side-by-side with the free exercise
norm that guarantees and even supports the religious practices and expressions of its
citizens. If the state cannot favor one religious belief over another nor over nonreligious
beliefs, citizens and their legislators remain free to make policy options on the basis of
their moral views, even if their beliefs are religiously based. This is why the present
administration has moved ahead with its campaign promise of giving federal funds to
faith-based organizations that provide needed social services, and in supporting school
vouchers that allow parents to send their children to religious schools.

Secondly, while it is true that religion has been socially divisive and, at times,
socially and politically reactionary, these distortions are not essentially tied to, nor are
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they the exclusive monopoly of, the religious point of view. Secular beliefs and justifi-
cations can be as sectarian, non-dialogical, reactionary, and socially divisive as religious
ones, and religion can be socially progressive, sustaining and promoting the justice,
peace, and harmony of the political community. Religiously motivated political
activism is part and parcel of our North American heritage. The legacy of people such
as Martin Luther King Jr., Reinhold Niebuhr, Dorothy Day, Paul Ramsey, Walter
Rauschenbusch, and John Courtney Murray, and denominational statements dealing
with matters of national importance reveal a commitment to inclusive public discourse
and an overall liberal and progressive social attitude.3 These religious figures and orga-
nizations reveal a basic aspect of the religious point of view—its vision of the good life
as one based on a sense of responsibility and an orientation toward the well-being of
others. Our religious symbols and stories give our commitments the power and emo-
tional depth to stir the imagination and transform our vision of the world. Finally, even
if some politicians attempt to manipulate the religious community for their narrow self-
interests, one ought not to treat religious people as if they had no critical standards or
political capacity to safeguard themselves against such abuses. Limiting the presence of
religious arguments and visions within the public sphere will not protect the public
from such manipulation. Therefore, there are no good reasons to exclude religious
beliefs and arguments from fully participating in the public sphere.

CHRISTIAN VOICES

Christians, given their theological and denominational pluralism, have also enter-
tained different understandings of politics and of the ways they ought to partici-

pate within the political sphere.4 There are a number of reasons for these divergent per-
spectives. Foremost, our sacred scriptures do not prescribe specific political options that
are normative for all Christians. The Hebrew Scriptures present theocratic, monarchi-
cal, and charismatic political states as being fitting political organizations. The New
Testament encourages us to pay our taxes and abide by the authority of the state, which
is seen as ordained by God (Rom. 13:1). This exhortation exists side-by-side with St.
John’s identification of the state as in itself evil (Rev. 13). Historically, Christians have
opted for all kinds of political regimes—theocracies, monarchies, dictatorships, and
democracies—and have taken opposite sides on every controversial issue that has affect-
ed our public life.5

Some Christians argue that we ought not to be engaged in politics because of the
morally ambiguous dynamics that are an essential part of this sphere. Politics, they
maintain, concerns itself mainly with the accumulation, distribution, and preservation
of power. It has an inclination to use coercion and violence to solve morally ambiguous
issues. It forces people to act contrary to their moral convictions. It compromises truth
and goodness for the sake of keeping and wielding power. 

Within this perspective, some Christians avoid political participation altogether
and focus on the salvation of individuals while they await for the final consummation
of history.6 Others, while advocating that “the church be the church” and remain free
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from cultural and political captivity, still see a public role for the community of faith.
In this view, the church constitutes itself as a political sphere. Authentic Christian pol-
itics is not about fixing the world but about the quality of life within the church itself.
Christian social and political ethics is centered on the church’s efforts to constitute itself
as a community whose people are trained in the virtues of care and compassion exem-
plified by their mentor and founder, Jesus the Christ.7 The church ought neither to
withdraw from the world nor make the world its primary concern. It should instead
focus on being faithful to the politics of Jesus and model a new way to the world, a way
of peace and service to others. The church is called to confront the world with this
alternative way of life while recognizing that it is not within its power nor purpose to
force the world to conform with the true way.

Other Christians affirm that one can be both a responsible citizen and a faithful
member of the faith community. Religiously committed citizens relate questions of
moral value and political power to the fundamental question of the meaning of life.
The boundaries between the political and the religious are fluid and porous. The polit-
ical and the religious constantly and inevitably influence each other, making it hard, if
not impossible, to distinguish which of our values are strictly secular and which are
strictly religious.

Theologically speaking, this view claims that God calls us as a community. We are
called to constitute ourselves into communities of service and mutual aid for all of cre-
ation. The political dimension is part of God’s ordering. It affects, in fundamental
ways, the possibility of human well-being. It is necessary for the nurturing of our per-
sonal and collective identity and well-being as individuals and members of a whole. The
religious life stresses connection and interrelationship with God, others, and the creat-
ed world. Herein lies its inevitable political dimension.

This position sees the intersection between religion and politics as grounded in the
conviction that, because we are inescapably interrelated, we are called to be responsible
for the well-being of others: the alien, the marginal, the outsider, the stranger, and even
the enemy. Within the religious framework, politics consists of creating the strictures
and norms that enable us to live authentically. It is a politics defined by bonding, con-
nectedness, reconciliation, and responsibly carrying for others—and thus a politics that
is not limited to the pursuit of narrow self-interest. Political connections and bonds are
placed and interpreted in the light of our belonging to an ultimate source of power, har-
mony, and goodness that informs us and enables us to realize our humanity. This pol-
itics emphasizes faithfulness over happiness and strives first of all for meaning and pur-
pose over personal gratification.

A THEOLOGICALLY REFORMED VOICE

The Reformed tradition is itself pluralistic. It is not possible to present the Reformed
perspective on the relation of religion and politics. There are, however, some guid-

ing biblical and theological principles which provide Reformed Christians with critical
standards by which to evaluate both the thinking and practice of the faith community
as well as nurturing their insights, attitudes, and dispositions.8 These guides are a gift
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that the Reformed political theologians present to the community at large.
Foremost among these gifts is its theocentric perspective. In political, moral, and

social matters, our alliance is first of all to God’s being and purpose. Human authority
and sovereignty are secondary to God’s authority and sovereignty. When confronted
with a situation in which the demands of political authority violate our sense of God’s
purpose, we are called to give priority to God. Politically speaking, this theological per-
spective makes us mindful that political power can lead us to various forms of idola-
trous practices. It makes us conscious of the perils of uncritical nationalism and patri-
otic sentiments that quite frequently pretend to serve as the ultimate foundation of
human well-being and purpose. It has encouraged Christians to reject totalitarian
regimes and all political demands for absolute loyalty. The Reformed tradition nurtures
an attitude toward social and political structures that allows for self-criticizing and self-
correcting, that recognizes the basic dignity of all people, and that affirms being active
agents in the governance of God’s world. No one ought to be limited to the status of
being a mere subject.

In the Reformed perspective, God is seen as transcendent and as radically free. As
we attempt to discern God’s will, we must remain mindful that our interpretation of
God’s will and purpose is in fact our interpretation, and as such subject to the limita-
tions and distortions of our point of view. We ought always to recognize how inappro-
priate and dangerous it is to claim that we know what God’s will is and that we are in
full congruence with it. Politically speaking, this encourages us to always include and
seriously take into account the views and claims of other members of the faith com-
munity, and of those outside the faith community, since God is free to reveal God’s self
wherever God decides to do so.

A Reformed-based political theology is also informed by a biblical interpretation
of human nature. As bearers of God’s image, humans are free and transcendent beings,
capable of significantly recreating the social and political structures that determine the
conditions of human well-being. At the same time, we are creatures—dependent and
finite beings subject to all the limitations of creaturely existence. As finite beings, there
are limits to what we can do and how much we can change. This conviction encour-
ages us to remain mindful of the incomplete and limited nature of our knowledge and
power. We ought not to be too ready to identify our judgment or the judgments and
the goals of the groups we support as God’s will.

We are not only finite creatures but also sinful beings. We exist in a state of anxi-
ety that inclines us to distrust and rebel against God. Sin induces us to give ourselves
our own source of meaning and purpose, be it our nation, our culture, ethnic heritage,
or the like. Sin inclines us to pretend that we have more power, knowledge, and capac-
ities than are truly available to us. It can also express itself in the contrary inclination
of denying the freedom and autonomy that is truly available to us. It makes us dwell in
states of complacency and conformism that motivate us to relinquish our responsibili-
ty to do the good which is within our reach. Sin blinds us to the fact that our efforts to
do the good represent a genuine, although limited, contribution to our well-being and
the well-being of others.
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Fortunately, even in our sin we are attracted by the power of goodness and love
that sustains the structure of creation. By God’s grace, we do not lose our dignity as
being created in the image of God. It is this embedded power of love within creation
that allows us sinners to be capable of warmth, compassion, and decency. Grace is
redemptive, not just at the end of time, but within every moment of our historical exis-
tence. It is what sustains the possibility of history. As sin makes it necessary that we
work to find ways to contain evil, God’s grace enables us to experience trust and love
in spite of the presence of anxious self-centeredness. The power of grace in human his-
tory opens up new possibilities, enabling us to promote the good. 

Politically speaking, the realization that we are capable of altruistic actions at the
same time that we are inclined toward egoism, makes us aware that no one person or
group is always in the right and no group or person is always in the wrong. Most of the
time we are both partially right and partially wrong. That is why we need to create
spaces where we can listen to the judgment of the whole community. Thus, we ought
to have a bias toward social orders that promote participation, encounters, and critical
dialogue among their members. We must commit ourselves to finding ways to recon-
cile differences by building on the partial truth and goodness that might be embodied
in competing positions. 

We must also recognize how self-interest, particularly group self-interest, distorts
power. The Reformed tradition encourages the creation of social and political mecha-
nisms that aim at making power accountable. It encourages us to be intentional and
disciplined about cultivating the virtue of altruism and of public-spiritedness to keep
us mindful of attending to the common good and to help us curtail our inclination
toward self interest.9 Finally, the condition of sinfulness and the reality of personal and
collective evil makes us cautious of too readily relying on violence and coercion within
the social and political spheres. God’s way is one of persuasion and invitation, not one
of coercion. Thus, we have a bias toward social cooperation, dialogue, persuasion, and
volunteer service.

Covenant is another central theological conviction of the Reformed understand-
ing of politics. God makes community possible and calls us to be people who form and
sustain communal bonds of mutual care. Community is a central element to what it
means to be authentically human. Within the political, we reveal the unique being we
are to others who share that space with us. Authentic communities do not deny our
individuality but provide the necessary material and spiritual resources and multiple
occasions for our individual self-realization. While the covenant is given to a particular
people, it has universal implications. God’s covenant is an expression of God’s grace. It
is not only freely given but also liberates us from claiming that we must earn or deserve
what we need to fulfill our innermost being.

This entails a bias toward the protection of human rights. These fundamental
rights enable us to resist blind loyalty and uncritical conformism and empower us to
question and transform the communities to which we belong. They also encourage us
to be accountable to each other and seek political structures that elicit the consent of
those who live under their rules. As God accepts us in spite of our imperfections, we
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are called to be accepting of others’. God’s grace challenges us to be creative and com-
passionate in our public policy. We are all invited to be part of the covenant, and, as
such, no one can be seen as totally alien, excluded from the material and cultural ben-
efits to which members of the community are entitled. 

All human divisions on the basis of economic, national, and cultural differences
are relativized. Given the irreversible global process we are presently living in, we can-
not avoid confronting the challenges of accepting the aliens, the strangers, “the Other,”
and making the material, political, and cultural resources necessary for human flour-
ishing available to all people. That will keep the process of globalization humane. The
reality of massive human suffering due to poverty, ignorance, and powerlessness is a
challenge we can do something about. Humanly and politically speaking, it matters
how our resources and powers are used since they can enhance or impede the purpos-
es of God and of humanity. If we cannot lose our dignity because it is given by God, it
still remains true that exploitation, domination, illness, environmental decay, and war
can diminish its full realization. Overcoming what diminishes human dignity is at the
heart of the Christian’s sense of politics.

Covenant-inspired communities recognize that the purpose of God is embodied
within the whole of creation. Creation provides us with the necessary conditions for the
forwarding of human well-being. Thus, the well-being of humanity must be intrinsi-
cally intertwined with concerns about the well-being of nature itself. The whole of
God’s creation is infused with meaning and purpose.

These theological convictions emphasize the importance of politics by framing it
within our source of ultimate meaning and purpose. They provide us with critical
guidelines to justify and make choices that affect the community as a whole. They do
not guarantee that our options are the correct ones, nor do they allow us to make the
idolatrous claim that the choices we make are actually the ones God calls us to make.
Within the confines of history, all political visions of the good and all political action
remain morally ambiguous and impregnated with unforeseeable consequences beyond
our control. Thus, we ought to be extremely cautious when either President Bush or
Osama Bin Laden claim that their cause has the blessing of God, or that they are on
God’s side, or that God is on theirs. Such claims, reminiscent of the crusade frame of
mind, are most likely to result in a diminishing of human well-being for both the
offended and the offender. As transcendent and sovereign, our God remains mysteri-
ous, yet in control.

A REFORMED POLITICAL VISION: DIALOGICAL POLITICS

As we mentioned, Reformed Christians do not agree regarding the particular polit-
ical implications of their shared theological convictions. Some derive liberal polit-

ical beliefs and attitudes while others derive more conservative and traditional attitudes.
Reformed people find themselves on both sides of all controversial social and political
issues. What follows are some political procedures and practices fitting within a
Reformed perspective.
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Reformed political theology advocates the creation of public spaces in which citi-
zens encounter each other with the purpose of sharing their innermost convictions
about the good and just society. These encounters are ruled by the art of dialogue. Dia-
logue entails mutual persuasion aiming to make others see why our vision and concrete
options toward its realization are the best. Public spaces and political dialogues gather
the different members of the community so they can both talk and listen to each other
as they attempt to understand why they value and commit to the things they do. It also
allows them to discern whether or not they can pursue some goals in common in spite
of their religious and ideological differences.

Through these dialogical encounters, the various groups that compete for political
power expose their views to the critical scrutiny of their fellow citizens. This allows the
community as a whole, believers and nonbelievers alike, to test whether their beliefs
and practices are the ones most likely to promote the common good and forward
human well-being.

Dialogue is itself a form of action, and, as with all original and creative acts, one
cannot fully predict or guarantee what the final outcome will be.10 The more collective
the action, the harder it is to predict the outcome. A true dialogue requires us to remain
open to the possibility of revising or even significantly transforming our point of view.
As we seriously listen and try to understand why others see the world the way they do,
we subject ourselves to the possibility that the way we understand and feel about things
will be transformed. Dialogical politics aims at changing not only our practices and
behavior but also our hearts and minds. The possibility of revising one’s theological
constructs, religious beliefs, and the political views that are tied with them in no way
entails that one will surrender or change one’s faith. Our faith is a trust in the Ultimate
that allows for a plurality of theological expressions and political options which, just as
is the case with our finite and distorted creation itself, can and ought to be revised. We
must have the courage of allowing others to contest our political convictions with their
own alternative views of what the good life is and how it can be achieved. 

The dialogical process is valuable in itself. It not only contributes to discerning
what to do but, more significantly, it determines the kind of community we become
and the quality of our common life. Dialogue affects both our actions and the way of
our being together. When accompanied with the recognition, the respect, and the tol-
erance we owe to each other, the dialogical process makes it possible that our differ-
ences do not undermine our unity. It can enable us to enhance the bonds of the polit-
ical community and promote the commitment to unity within a pluralistic context. It
allows us to sustain a community in which we can live and care for those who are dif-
ferent from us and to make a serious effort to be mindful of their well-being as we assert
and promote our own. It also allows us to constitute ourselves as a community that
solves its conflicts through means of persuasion rather than appealing to violence, force,
manipulation, or coercion. The political sphere can be a privileged space for moral,
political, and religious growth and for deepening one’s faith precisely because of the
challenges and alternatives brought by those who believe differently from us.

We will never eradicate or overcome the intractable and irritating problems that
are intrinsic to our pluralistic political context. We will always have to contend with the
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challenges brought by people with different religious and political conceptions of the
good life. We also have to contend with the differences among those who, while shar-
ing our foundational beliefs and values, nonetheless see different policy options deriv-
ing from them. The solutions of today will bring forth new challenges tomorrow. The
art of political dialogue is a never-ending process. If anything, we ought to continue to
get better at it by making it more inclusive.

THE CHURCH AND POLITICS

In its relationship to the world, the church has much to teach and much to learn. The
church remains one of the few organizations that gathers people who share a faith

commitment while holding different conceptions of the good life. It brings together
people across racial, ethnic, sexual, and class lines. It is one of the few organizations left
in which people participate as a family, where an organic encounter across generations
takes place. It congregates people with many different kinds of expertise, both theoret-
ical and organizational. The church also is one of the first multinational institutions
known to us. It connects people across national lines and enables them to engage in
trusting relationships. All these factors makes the church a privileged space for people
to discuss the local, national, and global issues that presently affect us.

The capacity the church has to gather people can and has been extended beyond
its membership. It can bring together those who look at the world through its theo-
logical lenses but also those who approach the world from significantly different points
of view. As such the church can provide a content-rich public space in which people of
all sorts gather to discuss the crucial issues they confront and decide how best to
respond to them. Its purpose does not have to be limited to taking a position on par-
ticular issues. It can become a context where political and moral clarification and
enrichment takes place. It can provide a much-needed space for civil discourse and for
the respectful and thorough exchange of ideas. There is no doubt that in today’s polit-
ical climate we have few spaces in which civil debate and the orderly exchange of sub-
stantive ideas take place.11

The church has ample resources to tackle not just local and national issues but also
global concerns. As St. Augustine claimed, if the practice of Christian love takes place
initially within the local community, its ultimate goal is to extend that love to the whole
world. In this process, churches assist the political community to see the connection
that exists between local and global issues. What is equally important, the church com-
munity is a community committed to truthfulness, another virtue often missing with-
in the political sphere, and one which is indispensable for authentic public witness.

A good and just society requires the existence of institutions that enable us to con-
sider and critically evaluate the political options available to us.12 We need institutions
that help us cement the habits, attitudes, dispositions, and virtues of engaging in hon-
est dialogue. Screaming and shouting our own convictions without listening to the cri-
tique and alternatives presented by others cannot pass as argumentation and justifica-
tion.

The kind of politics the church is called to engage in seeks ultimately to create and
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sustain justice and the peace and harmony of the community. It is a politics of respect
for all, including those who do not share our views and religious presuppositions. It is
a politics committed to speaking love to power without falling into the kind of arro-
gance that makes us oblivious of the need to remain humble since we do not have all
the answers. It is a politics that in recognizing the sovereignty and freedom of God,
understands the importance of listening and learning from others who can very well be
a source of God’s revelation to us. It is a politics advocating for sustaining life, in par-
ticular for the poor and powerless. i

NOTES
1 For an insightful analysis of the United States Constitution on the question of the relation of
church and state see Michael J. Perry, Religion in Politics: Constitutional and Moral Perspectives
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).
2 Senator Joe Lieberman, “Vision for America: A Place for Faith,” in The Responsive Community,
Winter 2000/01.
3 See for example Economic Justice for All: Pastoral Letter On Catholic Social Teaching and the U.
S. Economy (Washington, D.C.: National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986) and The Chal-
lenge of Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response, A Pastoral Letter on War and Peace (Washington,
D.C.: National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1983). Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling
(Office of the General Assembly of the United Presbyterian Church U.S.A., 1980. In Defense of
Creation: The Nuclear Crisis and a Just Peace (Nashville: Graded Press, 1986).
4 For a pacifist counter-cultural example see the works of John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas,
James Wm. McClendon Jr., and Jacques Ellul. For a liberation perspective see the works of Gus-
tavo Gutiérrez, José Míguez Bonino, James H. Cone, Cornell West, Dorothee Soelle, and Rose-
mary Radford Ruether. For a neo-conservative perspective see the works of Robert Benne,
Richard John Neuhaus, Michael Novak, and Ernest W. Lefever. For a conservative evangelical
perspective see the work of Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed, and for a progressive evangelical per-
spective see the work of Jim Wallis and Tony Campolo. For mainline Catholic and Protestant per-
spectives see the work of Charles E. Curran, Ronald Stone, Larry Rasmussen, Joseph Allen, and
James Nash. 
5 For a concise and insightful historical review of the ways Christians have responded to public
issues throughout their history see J. Philip Wogaman, Christian Ethics: A Historical Introduction
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993). 
6 One unique example of this position is found in the Pre-Millenialism or Dispensational Move-
ment contained in the Scofield Bible. In this perspective, divine power will take care of all dimen-
sions of life. There is a paradoxical feeling of happiness because things are getting worse. Social
chaos and the threat of war is welcomed since it will expedite the return of Christ’s reign.
7 John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Com-
pany, 1972) and Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre
Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1983) are the most articulate contemporary exponents of
this view.
8 Ronald Stone, ed., Reformed Faith and Politics (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America,
1997).
9 For the notion of public spiritedness developed from a strong sense of covenant see William F.
May, Testing the Medical Covenant (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1996).
10 My understanding of the dialogical nature of politics and of the character traits of human
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This is the first presidential election since 9/11. Does that make it a different kind of
election?
I think it does. George Bush found a cause, an issue, a purpose to be president in con-
fronting the question of national security. Not so much on the issue of Iraq (although
that’s a big issue), but around the issue of which candidate is perceived as more capa-
ble of providing security for the nation. It is the first time that the nation finds itself in
a position where it is publicly admitting that there are vulnerabilities in our way of life.
How does one respond to those vulnerabilities?

Doesn’t that create a potential for idolatry?
There are dangers of different sorts. First of all I think we have committed a mistake in
claiming that the conflict with terrorists happened because they don’t like us or they
don’t like our way of living. That oversimplifies the issue and leads to a dangerous form
of arrogance. 

I think it’s more reasonable to say we are in the process of globalization; particu-
larly in the area of business and commerce, as well as in our military expansion. In that
process there are certain people that are being significantly hurt—both in terms of their
physical well-being, and also of their cultural values and basic innermost convictions.
They feel threatened.

We have to find ways to secure the world environment for all of the people, not
only those in the United States. So, in that sense, if we only think about our security
and not about the rest of the world, we could fall into a form of national idolatry. 

How do we listen?
In our democracy, we have a tradition of listening to and honoring opposing points of
views. Now, there are many more opposing viewpoints than we’re used to. We have to
develop our skills of listening and negotiating. We have to trust that ultimately human
beings have more things in common with one another than they have differences.
There are ways in which we can arrive at solutions. It’s not easy but we don’t have many
other possibilities.

So the choice isn’t just “us” verses “them”?
I don’t think so. We need to create more public spaces to gather, places where different
kinds of people can converse with one another and try to understand the other point
of view. There are certainly areas of common ground within which people can come
together.
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Does the church have a role in that?
I think the church has a very important role to play, for a number of reasons.

First of all, it is international. The church has been international from its very
beginning. Christians from different parts of the world have a tendency to trust each
other. They are willing to listen to voices that are representative of what’s happening in
different cultures. The church is able to do that quite well. 

Secondly, I think, within our Reformed tradition we have a sense of God’s freedom
and sovereignty and God’s capacity of giving God’s self to other people. That opens the
door not only to people within our community but to people outside the community.

That would seem to me to be tied in some way to mission.
I think it has to be tied to mission, but mission that is understood in a particular way.
Mission that is limited to converting others doesn’t work as well. Mission in terms of
conversing with others, showing why we do the things we do and listening to why they
do the things they do, that is more of a kind of interfaith, inter-religious conversation
that I think works best. If we take a conversion experience—Muslims converting Chris-
tians, Christians converting Jews, or whatever—then it becomes a more antagonistic
conflict rather than coming together and working together.

WE MUST FIND THOSE AREAS IN

WHICH WE CAN STILL SAY THAT, IN

SPITE OF OUR DIFFERENCES, WE CAN

HAVE A LIFE TOGETHER. IF WE LOSE

THE CAPACITY OF LISTENING, THE

ONLY ALTERNATIVE WE HAVE IS

COERCION. I DON’T THINK WE CAN

ARGUE THAT’S BETTER.
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The common theme then is the importance of genuine dialogue.
Definitely. We are in tremendous need of careful listening and understanding. We also
must be able to articulate our own positions in order to give ourselves the opportunity
to find areas of commonality. We must find those areas in which we can still say that,
in spite of our differences, we can have a life together. If we lose the capacity of listen-
ing, the only alternative we have is coercion. I don’t think we can argue that’s better. So
I think that both our Christian heritage and our liberal democracy have elements to
justify dialogical encounters. We know what has happened when we have not done
that. Both in our democracy and in our Christian heritage, we have sometimes refused
to listen.

At a terrible cost.
Exactly.

What do you mean by “liberal democracy”?
Liberal democracy is a political institution that allows you freedom of action, but at the
same time demands individual accountability. It is a way in which you organize the
process of dialogue and conversation to get a problem solved.

“Liberal” in that sense means something different than “liberal” and “conservative”
in the political spectrum.
Correct. I am not using it as we use it in our political jargon. It is more a sense of
respect, tolerance, and the willingness to create spaces that support them.

Do you see a connection between Reformed political theology and the liberal democ-
racy?
I don’t see a strong connection but I do want to point out the shared values: values of
responsibility, living a good life, and serving others. Those are elements that both tra-
ditions share. They don’t have to be identical to one another, there are some shared ele-
ments which allow many persons to say they can be both Reformed Christians and cit-
izens of a liberal democracy.

Do Presbyterians know that?
I think most do and I think most live up to it. 

What happens if other people don’t have that same kind of respect for my ideas that
I have for theirs?
Part of my understanding of democracy is that we tolerate those people—not because
they deserve it but because we are committed to the structure of toleration. But there
are even limits to that kind of toleration if they are harming other people, if they under-
mine the possibility of living within a stable, sustainable society. Then you have justi-
fiable grounds for coercion.

That’s what the jails are for.
That’s what the jails are for, that’s what the punishment is for. Of course, the people
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that choose to be socially unfit must be restrained, but in such a way that respect for
the institution of toleration is maintained.

But I emphasize respect more than toleration. People would rather be respected
than just tolerated. For their sake and even for our own security we must accord respect
and toleration to the intolerant—just in case at one point we, ourselves, become that
way.

Has 9/11 forced us to listen better?
I think it’s been a wake-up call. We are confronted with the choice of whether we want
to listen or whether we want to dominate everyone. That’s the choice before us and it’s
dangerous. As we confront the fact that it’s so costly trying to run the whole world on
our own, perhaps we will be forced to listen. But I’m hoping that we will learn to lis-
ten to the voices of the many people who feel threatened by the process of globalizing
the economy and globalizing political institutions.

You talked about the role of churches in providing space for dialogue. What’s the role
of pastors?
Perhaps part of the role of the pastor is in motivating the congregation to serve with a
public spirit. There used to be a time in which a pastor was trained for public leader-
ship. Right now there has been a reduction of the pastoral role, and in that process we
have forgotten the importance of public leadership as part of the pastoral vocation. Pas-
tors are public leaders, and they have to serve interests way beyond their congregations.
I hope that we still keep that sense alive that a pastor serves the larger community, not
just the local congregation. i
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The opening sentence to the cover story of the June 21, 2004, issue of Time maga-
zine reminds us of the rather intimate relationship religion and politics have had

in the history of this country: “It’s only natural that a country founded by pilgrims
would never let politics wander far from its faith.” After recounting the religious beliefs
and practices of some of the presidents of this country, the writer adds, “Church and
state may be separate, but faith and politics are not.”1

The issue surrounds us. The Supreme Court has declared that the words “under
God” may stay in the Pledge of Allegiance. Some of our coins have the words “In God
We Trust” embossed on them. Should prayer be allowed in public schools? Cases have
gone to court over the presence of a creche on county courthouse lawns. High school
baccalaureate services have gone by the wayside, presumably because of their identifi-
cation with religious services. Prayers before public school football games have been
challenged in the courts. And yet, both houses of Congress open each day with prayer
by a chaplain whose salary is paid by the United States government.

This issue of the relationship between faith and politics can be found in scripture.
From the theocracy of ancient Israel in which kings were to be both political and spir-
itual leaders to the words of Jesus about rendering to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to
God what is God’s to Paul’s words in Romans 13 about obeying the governing author-
ities to the book of Revelation in which John of Patmos offers encouragement to Chris-
tian believers suffering at the hands of a ruthless tyrant, the struggle of the relationship
between faith and politics is plain. 

The history of the church reflects the tension and ambiguity in this relationship as
well: Constantine’s endorsement of the Christian church in 312 as a legitimate and
acceptable religion; St. Augustine’s treatment of this theme in The City of God (ca. 413);
the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry IV, standing in the snow at Canossa in 1077 and
begging Pope Gregory VII for a release from a decree of excommunication; King Henry
VIII declaring himself head of the Church of England in 1531 when Pope Clement VII
refused to grant him an annulment of his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. These are
only a few examples of the tension that has surrounded the relationship between church
and state, between faith and politics, throughout the history of the church.

Many more illustrations could be cited, extending well into our own day, but for
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the purposes of this article we will concentrate on the relationship throughout the his-
tory of this country.

While considering the relationship between church and state is not exactly the
same as considering the relationship between faith and politics, when a president says,
“God bless America,” or when a clergyperson runs for public office, the distinctions
become muddled. Furthermore, there are times when some clergy deem it appropriate
to speak out on or become involved in public policy, and there are times when public
figures invoke the name of the Almighty. And so, as much as some refer to it, one won-
ders whether or not there can be “a wall of separation between church and state,” as
Thomas Jefferson suggested in 1802 to the Danbury Baptist Association in Connecti-
cut.2

Perhaps that separation is to be understood in a purely structural or constitution-
al way. After all, only twenty-eight years before, John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian min-
ister, added his signature, along with Jefferson’s, to the Declaration of Independence,
which is not only a political document, but a politically revolutionary one at that.
However the relationship was to be understood, it has been a mutually beneficial and
supportive one. The freedom of religion clause in the First Amendment has been bal-
anced by the intangible expectation that those who exercise the freedom to worship as
they please will also support the national government, at least in terms of its right to
exist and establish policy. The notion of “manifest destiny,” that the land in this coun-
try was given by God to be claimed and developed for the nation that was founded
here, continues to influence at least the rhetoric, if not the substance, of the political
landscape. The idea could be, and was, embraced both by clergy and public officials
alike. Sidney Mead has argued that by the middle of the nineteenth century there were
two religions in this country, “or at least two different forms of the same religion, and
that the prevailing Protestant ideology represented a syncretistic mingling of the two.”
Mead continues: 

The first was the religion of the denominations, which was commonly articu-
lated in the terms of scholastic Protestant orthodoxy and almost universally
practiced in terms of the experimental religion of pietistic revivalism. The sec-
ond was the religion of the democratic society and nation….3

Perhaps therein lies our confusion in this country. For some, the two religions have
merged into one. 

At any rate, the American Civil War brought a crisis to the body politic, and the
rise of industrialism brought a crisis to the church. In the southern Presbyterian Church
there arose the notion of “the spirituality of the church” which claimed that the church
should not speak out on specific remedies for social ills, but should, instead, focus on
spiritual issues, that is, “the mission of the church is to save sinners, to beseech them,
through Christ, to be reconciled to God.”4 The northern branch of the Presbyterian
Church became embroiled in a controversy of its own, one that went beyond its
denomination, namely, the fundamentalist-modernist controversy. This dispute was in
large part a result of developments in science, industry, and even biblical studies, that
had a devastating effect on the Presbyterian Church. It reached into the public arena as
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well. On the fundamentalist side was William Jennings Bryan, a Presbyterian elder,
who unsuccessfully ran for president of the United States four times and participated
in the prosecution of John Scopes in the so-called “monkey trial” in Dayton, Tennessee,
in July 1925. Desiring a literal interpretation of scripture, the fundamentalists were also
led by James Gresham Machen, professor of New Testament at Princeton Theological
Seminary, who eventually left Princeton and opened Westminster Theological Semi-
nary in Philadelphia.

Among those on the modernist side were advocates of a liberal theology, a theolo-
gy that sought to accommodate a variety of approaches to scripture that took into
account developments in the world beyond the church. In addition to such leaders as
Henry Sloane Coffin, Presbyterian president of Union Seminary in New York City, and
Harry Emerson Fosdick, Baptist minister at First Presbyterian Church in New York
City before founding Riverside Church, there were those with a special concern for
social justice. Known as the Social Gospel movement, two of its leaders in this country
were Washington Gladden and Walter Rauschenbusch.5

Their efforts had a profound influence on many African Americans in the twenti-
eth century, including Martin Luther King Jr., as they fought for racial and economic
justice. The Social Gospel’s liberal theology believed that the kingdom of God could be
ushered in by compassion for our fellow human beings and laboring for justice. The
“Christian realism” of H. Richard Niebuhr and Reinhold Niebuhr served as a correc-
tive to this optimistic view of human beings. H. Richard Niebuhr’s famous critique of
American theological liberalism reflects this corrective: “A God without wrath brought
men without sin into a kingdom without judgement through the ministrations of a
Christ without a cross.”6 Richard’s brother, Reinhold, pointed not only to the Calvin-
ist reminder of human sinfulness in all things, but also to the dangers of identifying the
national designs with the Divine. Pointing to the danger of identifying national aims
with God’s and using the Old Testament prophets as his guide, Niebuhr wrote: 

Prophetic religion had its very inception in a conflict with national self-deifi-
cation. Beginning with Amos, all the great Hebrew prophets challenged the
simple identification between God and the nation, or the naïve confidence of
the nation in its exclusive relation to God. The prophets prophesied in the
name of a holy God who spoke judgment upon the nation; and the basic sin
against which this judgment was directed was the sin of claiming that Israel
and God were one or that God was the exclusive possession of Israel.7

In the 20th century, many of the African American leaders involved in the civil
rights movement were clergy. But rather than embracing the American tradition uncrit-
ically, these leaders sought to work to improve American society by correcting injus-
tices, especially racial and economic injustices. In addition to King, one thinks of Ver-
non Johns, Ralph Abernathy, Andrew Young, and John Lewis, to name only a few cler-
gy who became very active and visible in this movement. Some went on to hold pub-
lic office. Andrew Young was elected mayor of Atlanta, Georgia, and John Lewis is cur-
rently a congressman from Georgia.

So much has politics become part of the theological and religious mindset in most
African-American churches that worship services may become the forum for candidates

  



RE F L E C T I O N S

20

for public office to proffer their political views. In the latter part of the twentieth cen-
tury, conservative forces in American religious life became more visibly active in the
public arena. Such notable figures as Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson were not only out-
spoken on public issues, but formed political support groups that labored on behalf of
their particular causes and candidates. The Christian Coalition, a political action group
that worked to elect Christian conservatives at every level of the body politic, arose and
garnered enough support to draw the attention of presidential candidates.

Presbyterians have usually considered involvement in the public arena to be a
noble and responsible vocation. It is not viewed as a way of imposing one’s political ide-
ology so much as a way of carrying out one’s sense of call. It is a way of acknowledging
the importance of the public arena, while, at the same time, maintaining the integrity
of one’s own faith as well as that of others at a respected distance. It is a way of acting
on one’s faith without wearing one’s faith on one’s sleeve. In the 20th century two Pres-
byterians have served as president of the United States, Woodrow Wilson and Dwight
D. Eisenhower. Many other Presbyterians have carried out their vocation in service to
their country in a variety of ways and offices, holding a variety of political points of
view.

The Reverend Eugene Carson Blake, stated clerk of the General Assembly of the
UPCUSA, participated in the civil rights march on Washington in August 1963. The
previous July 4, he was arrested in Baltimore, Maryland, along with other civil rights
protesters. Blake was one of many Presbyterians who became socially engaged out of
conscience. 

In the 1980s the Reverend John Fife, pastor of the Southside Presbyterian Church
in Tucson, Arizona, was an outspoken critic of the government’s policies towards those
who sought sanctuary in this country as a result of the conflict in Central America
between Nicaragua and El Salvador. Fife and the Southside congregation provided
sanctuary for some “illegal aliens” who sought refuge in this country, earning the ire of
agents of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. Fife would go on to be
elected moderator of the General Assembly in 1992.

The dilemma many Christians, in general, and Presbyterians, in particular, have
felt when it comes to the proper relationship between church and state, religion and
politics is reflected in Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural address. Referring to the two
sides in the American Civil War, Lincoln, who worshiped regularly at Presbyterian
churches in both Springfield, Illinois, and Washington, D.C., sets out the dilemma for
those who claim that their side is the right and the righteous side:

Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes His
aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a
just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the seat of other men’s faces;
but let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be
answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has his own
purposes.

Lincoln concludes this address with a call not to blind and arrogant patriotism to
the national pain, but rather to humility and perseverance:
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With malice toward none, with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as
God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to
bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle,
and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish
a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with nations.8

In this country at least, faith and politics are inextricably intertwined. And yet, the
Reformed tradition has always maintained that the relationship should be one of a
respectful and critical distance between the two, never identifying the two as one. What-
ever our politics may be, Lincoln’s struggle and the humility he exhibited in that strug-
gle might serve as a healthy and helpful example to Americans in the twenty-first cen-
tury. It might be helpful to recall that the words that open the popular song “God Bless
America,” words that are rarely heard, indicate that the song itself is intended as a prayer,
not a claim of divine favor. With humility, may our prayer be that God will bless Amer-
ica, and China, and Iraq, and India, and Afghanistan, and Mexico, and…. i
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On April 3, 1994, then Governor of Texas George W. Bush, wrote a memo to his
“Hard Working Staff Members,” inviting them to come to his office to look at a

painting by the western artist, W. H. D. Koerner. “When you come into my office,”
Governor Bush wrote, “please take a look at the beautiful painting of a horseman deter-
minedly charging up what appears to be a steep and rough trail. This is us.”1 The
Koerner painting certainly offers an apt image for a Texas governor to describe his work
and that of his staff. Politics requires determination and skill to negotiate steep and
rough trails, and in Texas rough trails have often been traversed on horseback. It was
not, however, the image of the horse and rider alone that inspired the governor; it was
the title of the painting, “A Charge to Keep,” that made it especially significant to him.
Governor Bush wrote that the painting was brought to life for him by the message of
Charles Wesley’s hymn (from which the painting gets its title) that “we serve One
greater than ourselves.”2 The first two verses of that hymn are as follows:

A charge to keep I have, A God to glorify.
A never dying soul to save, And fit it for the sky.
To serve the present age, My calling to fulfill,
O may it all my powers engage, To do my Master’s will.3

Referring to the second verse, Governor Bush wrote, “This is our mission. This
verse captures our spirit.”4 The title of Wesley’s hymn, “A Charge to Keep I Have,”
became the title of George W. Bush’s biography, and the painting by W. H. D. Koern-
er now hangs in the Oval office, a tribute to President Bush’s Texas roots and to his
Christian faith. 

There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of President Bush’s “born again” Christ-
ian faith. Even though he knows how to court the Christian right to his political advan-
tage, he seems genuinely to agree with their version of the Christian faith.5 It is not the
sincerity of his faith that should concern us, but the President’s particular mix of poli-
tics and faith that should raise questions from two obvious quarters, i.e., (1) the arena
of American politics, which includes the First Amendment of the Constitution, and (2)
the arena of Christian faith itself.
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The Arena of American Politics. When Governor Bush decided to run for our nation’s
highest office, he gathered some of his Christian friends and had them lay on hands to
recognize that he was called by God to this new task. Now, that President Bush has
staggering powers to do his “Master’s will,” alarms should sound when he fails to rec-
ognize that one of the charges he has to keep is the preservation of the First Amend-
ment of the Constitution, which guarantees that no laws will establish religion or pro-
hibit citizens from exercising their religion. Bush’s failure to uphold the First Amend-
ment was obvious in 2000, when as governor of Texas he declared June 10 as “Jesus
Day,” urging the citizens of Texas to follow Jesus’ example of compassionate acts toward
their neighbors.6 A little over a year later and days after the terrorist attacks on Sep-
tember 11, President Bush called the nation to prayer, and in that national service of
prayer quoted the New Testament, assured the American people of God’s presence with
them, and vowed “to rid the world of evil.”7 In both instances, one as governor and one
as president, he seemed to forget that he was not addressing a nation of Christians and
that he is a political leader, not a spiritual advisor. If he is, as he believes, called to be
the president of the United States, then he is decidedly not called to lead the nation in
prayer or to preach to the nation about the presence of God, especially when using very
specifically Christian language, not at least if he intends to uphold the First Amend-
ment of the Constitution. 

The Integrity of the Christian Faith. As troubling as one may find President Bush’s lack
of attention to the First Amendment, Christians should be equally troubled by his rep-
resentation of the Christian faith itself, especially his tendency to confuse divine will
with the will of the American people. A case in point can be found when President
Bush quoted an old evangelical hymn in his State of the Union address on January 20,
2003, claiming that “there’s power, wonder working power, in the goodness and ideal-
ism and faith of the American people.”8 While Christians along with others debated the
appropriateness of the President’s reference to a Christian hymn in a public address,
they gave little attention to the gross misinterpretation of the hymn itself, which exalts
the “wonder working power of the blood of the Lamb”9 not the goodness and idealism
and faith of the American people. In referring to the wonder working power of the
American people, President Bush confused believers with the object of belief. He made
a similar mistake in a speech given at the first year anniversary of September 11 in
remarks to the nation at Ellis Island: “Ours is the cause of human dignity; freedom
guided by conscience and guarded by peace. This ideal of America is the hope of all
mankind. That hope still lights our way. And the light shines in the darkness. And the
darkness will not overcome it.”10

Christians should be concerned that American ideals are touted as the hope that
shines in the darkness, for such a claim betrays the Christian faith, which confesses that
the one Word of God is the light that the darkness cannot overcome. Perhaps the most
frightening example of President Bush’s confusion of Christian faith with American
politics occurred in 2001, when he assured the Joint Session of Congress and the nation
that the outcome of United State’s conflict with terrorism is certain, because God is on
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our side. “Freedom and fear, justice and cruelty, have always been at war, and we know
that God is not neutral between them.”11 Even Christians who believe that the leader-
ship and actions of President Bush coincide with what they discern to be the will of
God should not rejoice in George Bush’s confusion of Christian faith and American
politics. He has confused the “One greater than ourselves” with the power of the
nation. Such confusion is nothing less than idolatry and leads easily to notions of holy
war, to a keen lack of self-examination and criticism, and to the sense that when one
represents the will of God any action can be justified.

Even if one allows that religious convictions can appropriately motivate the actions
of a religious politician, one cannot approve the actions of a politician who imposes
religious views on society in defiance of the First Amendment of the Constitution and
at the expense of the integrity of the Christian Gospel. Ron Reagan, son of President
Ronald Reagan, rightly made a distinction between having a sense of responsibility in
light of religious faith (which he believes his father had after surviving an assassination
attempt) and having a mandate from God. President Bush seems to believe that he has
a mandate from God. While he can certainly be both a faithful Christian and president
of the United States, he cannot responsibly assume the position of a Christian presi-
dent seeking to address a Christian nation. Both the nation and the church need to
insist that as president of the United States, George W. Bush cannot be both priest and
king. i

NOTES
1 Governor George W. Bush in a letter to his staff, April 3, 1995.
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/jesus/readings/chargetokeepmemo.html.
2 Letter to staff, April 3, 1995.
3 The words to the hymn can be found on numerous web sites, including http://www.hymn-
site.com/lyrics/umh413.sht.
4 Letter to staff, April 3, 1995.
5 Perhaps the most admirable aspect of that faith is the success it gave him in overcoming habit-
ual excessive drinking, which (as anyone who has overcome an addiction knows) is no small
accomplishment.
6 See http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/jesus/readings/jesusdaymemo.html.
7 President’s remarks at National Day of Prayer of Remembrance, September 14, 2001.
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010914-2.html.
8 The State of the Union Address, January 28, 2003. Quoted on the PBS website
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/jesus/president/public.html.
9 The words and the music for the hymn were written by Lewis E. Jones in 1899.
10 Remarks to the Nation, Ellis Island, September 11, 2002
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/jesus/president/public.html.
11 Speech to Joint Session of Congress and the Country, September 20, 2001.
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/jesus/president/public.html.
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One of my duties as assistant director of adult education at Westlake Hills Presby-
terian Church in Austin, Texas, is to help Sunday morning classes in the selection

of curriculum. Almost always, the request for curriculum guidance includes a plea to
make the study relevant to everyday life. This plea always seemed odd to me. Why
would you study the scriptures if not to affect how you live? A quick reference to the
Presbyterian Church’s Book of Order, section G-1.0304, answers this question fully: 

That truth is in order to goodness; and the great touchstone of truth, its ten-
dency to promote holiness, according to our Saviour’s rule, “By their fruits ye
shall know them.” And that no opinion can be either more pernicious or more
absurd than that which brings truth and falsehood upon a level, and represents
it as of no consequence what a man’s opinions are. On the contrary, we are
persuaded that there is an inseparable connection between faith and practice,
truth and duty. Otherwise, it would be of no consequence either to discover
the truth or embrace it.

If the Bible and its teaching don’t affect our daily life, what is the purpose of
church and the Bible? Some in political life state that they are Christians but that won’t
affect their actions on public policy. To that, one must respond that such a belief is not
in keeping with the beliefs of the Presbyterian Church. Does that mean we will all agree
on matters of politics and public policy? No, of course not, but to say scripture does
not matter eliminates the church from the discussion. Society should welcome politi-
cians stating that their decisions are based, depending on the issue, on biblical standards
or, at the very least biblical standards, where appropriate, were considered. Wouldn’t
you, as a voter, want to know what moral standards are advocated by your elected rep-
resentative? Would it be of interest to know, when listening to opinions concerning
moral issues, whether the speaker is a Christian, atheist, Muslim, or some other faith?
That would not necessarily make that person’s opinion right or wrong, but it would
give some perspective on how the opinion was reached. No line of demarcation
between church and state is crossed in making political decisions based on scripture,
where appropriate. Believing that scripture affects political decisions does not cross that
barrier. Reformed interpretation of scripture emphatically states no allegiance to state
or prince should cause a person to defy the Word of God. So would it not be impor-
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tant to ensure that laws do not defy the word of God?
Some would argue that the Bible should not be considered at all because religion

is a personal matter. But faith, as testified to in the Old and New Testament, is both a
corporate and personal matter. Israel was chosen, punished, restored, and punished
again and again as a nation. So America will be judged as a nation and each of us also
judged individually. As in all of our thoughts, words, and deeds, we will be judged on
how we affected the actions of our government. 

How can one discuss abortion, late-term abortion, cloning, stem cell research,
physician-assisted suicide, and other matters affecting life without considering the
moral implications of the actions taken in these areas? Is the Sixth Commandment to
be ignored in these matters? Does not the question of when life begins and ends enter
into these discussions? It may be that man’s knowledge in these areas, man’s knowledge
commonly referred to as science, has insights and answers. But do we really know when
life begins and ends? Would it not be wise to err on the side of preserving life rather
than on the side of taking it? Because humankind through its accumulated knowledge
can perform an act, should it? Because we can perform abortions, late-term abortions,
clone, use all stem cells in medical research, and physicians can assist in suicide, should
these actions be approved by the state?  

Stem cell research is an issue on which people can reasonably differ. I am not a sci-
entist and may not know all of the technical matters involved, but I do understand this
research destroys embryos, which are fertilized eggs, and currently no therapeutic or
discovery breakthrough has occurred using stem cells. If that is the case, should we not
be careful in destroying one of the indisputable links in the life chain? Every living
human being was at one time an embryo. The current political controversy is over
whether public funds should be used in this research, not whether the research is
allowed. The Bush Administration has used a nuanced approach to this subject by
allowing public funds to be used in research on lines already established but not on new
stem cell lines, which would entail further destruction of embryos. Is this not a rea-
sonable approach based upon our knowledge at this time? I certainly think so.

Late-term abortions, in which a fetus at seven months, eight months, or just before
delivery can be extracted from a woman’s womb and destroyed, is a very troublesome
issue. While abortion is legal in this country, such late-term abortions clearly destroy a
human being’s ability to live outside the womb on its own with no reason for its
destruction except the will of the mother. Should the ending of life be decided by one
person alone even though that person is the mother? Legal protection and ability to
perform an act does not make the act morally permissible. St. Paul was more than clear
on this issue. To me, allowing this procedure goes into a land where everyone does what
is right in one’s own eyes. 

Other issues which appear in the public domain, and which cannot be addressed
in this short article, are homosexuality, gay marriage, the environment, welfare, health
care, immigration, and foreign and defense policy, all of which have implications
addressed in scripture. As discussion and action take place on these issues, I will close
with an admonition from G. K. Chesterton in his Orthodoxy, in discussing the use of
violence and war, which I believe applies to all of our discussions, when he states:
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It is true that the church told some men to fight and others not to
fight…There must be some good in the life of battle, for so many good men
have enjoyed being soldiers. There must be some good in the idea of non-resis-
tance, for so many good men seem to enjoy being Quakers. All that the church
did (so far as that goes) was to prevent either of these good things from oust-
ing the other. They existed side by side.

Let us remember we are all children of God, fallible and loved. In so doing may
the stridency of language on both sides of these issues be calmed and in our differences
show our love for each other. i
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Iwant to begin by declaring my personal sense of politics and faith, so that my posi-
tion may be clear and not hidden behind veils of academic credential. I am a faith-

ful Jew in the Jewish and non-Christian sense of the term, with religious concerns cen-
tered on ethics and replete with bracketed questions about the exact nature of what
William James called “the reality of the unseen” (including many brackets shared by
liberal Christians). I am a liberal in politics, proudly so, believing in the primacy of
the private realm—self, family, community, religion, voluntary associations, and the
fullest exercise of responsible personal freedom—but understanding that government
at all levels must sometimes work actively to make real freedom possible for those
whom poverty, history, and circumstance have put at a disadvantage. I believe gov-
ernment must protect the nation against its enemies, foreign and domestic, and the
public interest against unbridled and destructive private power. I will vote for John
Kerry and John Edwards in November 2004.

My own uneasiness concerning religion and politics, however, comes from
sources and tendencies more long-term than recent, more structural than particular. I
see recent political maneuvers that involve religion in a different light than do most of
my friends. Take the Republican Party’s plan to organize evangelical churches and
Catholic parishes for Bush-Cheney or Jerry Falwell’s endorsement of President Bush’s
reelection (no doubt following the lead of Marilyn Manson, sometime minister of the
Church of Satan, who endorsed Bush in 2000). They do not violate the Constitution’s
rules on religion. They are simply risky innovations. It will be up to the members of
churches and the voting public to accept or reject them. Affected congregants must
decide whether ministers or fellow parishioners who volunteer their church member-
ship directories to political operatives have violated their right to privacy and their
sense of a church’s proper role in society. They and other voters will decide whether
such tactics speak well of the candidates who employ them and the churches that
cooperate.   

The marriage of religion and politics is entwined in the history of the Republic.
I find nothing new about “faith” informing political debate, ministers making politi-
cal endorsements, or politicians invoking scripture on a wide variety of issues. Pre-
Civil War advocates of slavery and abolitionists rested their cases on the Bible. Minis-
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ters vigorously supported each side with sermons and learned treatises. This has con-
tinued to be true in more recent years in debates over racial segregation and civil
rights. Both sides of contemporary arguments concerning abortion, women’s rights,
and homosexuality (most recently, gay marriage) have featured “faith-based” argu-
ments. To my mind, that is as it should be. The clergy ought to have the same right
as other individuals to speak their mind in public, and religious organizations to speak
for their memberships. As a matter of fact, I believe that individuals ought to consid-
er their religious beliefs as the wellspring not only of faith narrowly defined, but also
of their vision of the good life and the good world. How could they not apply religion
to politics, whether in a general or specific manner? 

At the same time, I believe in jealously guarding against any establishment of reli-
gious belief or organization by government or publicly supported institutions at any
level. I have become profoundly attached to a principle championed by one of the ear-
liest of America’s ministers, the renegade Puritan Roger Williams who believed in the
separation of church and state to the fullest degree in order to protect faith itself from
a corrupting relation to government. This has certainly been the general direction of
law and society since the adoption of the Constitution. However, the process has been
surprisingly incomplete and in some cases retrograde. The nineteenth century wit-
nessed the demise of the last religious establishments and gradual removal of most laws
limiting office holding to professing Christians. Those that remain stand as unen-
forceable curiosities. 

What does remain as a central part of religious life in America, one that arguably
amounts to establishment of religion, is the preference given to organized religion by
the Internal Revenue Service. The roots of tax-exempt status for religious organiza-
tions in the law and culture are strong, and rest on the reasonable argument that reli-
gious communities provide moral, educational, and charitable sustenance to society
that the government is either unable or unwilling to provide. At the same time, espe-
cially in a modern America whose tax codes are complex and whose religious procliv-
ities both formal and informal are even more complicated, the net effect on the nation
of tax-exempt status for religion clearly inhibits the free practice of faithful religion
and discriminates against those who choose to construct religious lives apart from
organized religion or in a form not yet recognized by the tax code. 

The privileged tax-status of religious organizations depends on religion more or
less staying out of politics. Many invest great amounts of time patrolling the border
between church and state looking for violations. Recently the patrollers have had
much to talk about. The power to grant tax-exemption puts the government directly
in the role of judge when it comes to the work of churches, ministers, and others with
tax-exempt status. The power to exempt and the power to punish through taxation
clearly breach the wall of separation, and much to the detriment of faith following its
dictates. 

Some lawmakers have argued for keeping the exemption but freeing religion to be
political, but of course that presents a more serious problem. The tax-paying public
should not have to support political rights for religious organizations that other polit-
ical activists do not enjoy. So, I would argue not for patrolling the line between polit-
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ical and religious utterance more carefully but rather, as it relates to government, abol-
ishing it entirely. In today’s increasingly pluralistic society, one wonders whether the
public should tolerate the tax implications alone, much less the privileging in other
ways of a particular kind of orientation to the world—theistic—as opposed to others.
It is corrupting of faith and selectively supportive of only certain faiths.

If that point seems exaggerated, one might only turn to recent cases in Texas that
managed to shock or amuse much of the nation. The office of State Comptroller Car-
ole Keeton Strayhorn declared that the Red River Unitarian-Universalist Church in
Denison, Texas, had no right to tax-exempt status because Unitarian-Universalists did
“not have one system of belief.” A lawyer in the Comptroller’s Office defended the
action as simply enforcing the law. Members of tax-exempt religious organizations
must have “simply a belief in God, or gods, or a higher power.”

“We have got to apply a test, and use some objective standards,” the lawyer
claimed. “We’re not using the test to deny the exemptions for a particular group
because we like them or don’t like them.” 

Soon enough, of course, the Comptroller backtracked, gave the Unitarians a tax
exemption, and it all seemed like a case of mistaken identity or an overly zealous
bureaucratic process. Some asked what the State Comptroller was doing adjudicating
faith claims, while others simply were happy that a Unitarian church was removed
from the pile of dead-on-arrival applications of “New Age” groups or Wiccans. How-
ever, Strayhorn, like Comptroller John Sharp before her, continues to pursue denial of
tax-exempt status to the Ethical Culture Society of Austin, despite losing in court and
on appeal. She vows to take the case to the Supreme Court. Strayhorn, according to
the Fort Worth Star Telegram, worries that giving tax exempt status to Ethical Cultur-
ists would mean “any wannabe cult who dresses up and parades down Sixth Street on
Halloween will be applying for an exemption.” Felix Adler, who founded Ethical Cul-
ture in 1876 as a movement to promote the ethical concerns that religions in our soci-
ety held in common, might have been surprised by the comparison.

One would be hard put to predict how the Supreme Court would rule on this
case, if it takes it at all. However, we might think on our own about the best solutions
for faith and freedom of religious expression. One, of course, is that Strayhorn and
future comptrollers take a world religions course rather than rely on their instincts in
adjudicating religious legitimacy in Texas. Then, presumably, such errors of judgment
could be avoided (though Ethical Culture and those Sixth Street “wannabees,” not to
mention the Wiccans, might still be out of luck). The legislature could rewrite the law.
However, I think neither solution confronts the fact that the special tax privileges of
the clergy and religious organizations are a passive, governmental establishment of reli-
gion that forces officials to make invidious distinctions on spiritual matters based on
inevitably culture-bound standards, and makes taxpayers support, no matter their
wishes, organizations and individuals who meet certain basic tests.

Let’s instead privatize religion, get government off its back, so to speak, and
relieve public officials of the burden of judging issues of faith. No citizens from any
political position or faith should have to wince first at what they consider abominable
advocacy and then twice at the uncomfortable knowledge that tax dollars have con-
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tributed to the cause. And, of course, that might be the clincher. Ultimately, freeing
faith from the threat of taxation by making that taxation routine would do faith and
the pocketbook of every American a favor. i
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How did your congregation observe the Fourth of July?

DEBORAH A. BLOCK, PASTOR, IMMANUEL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, MILWAUKEE,
WISCONSIN

We had a guest preacher on the Fourth of July, a seminary president and a pillar of Pres-
byterianism: John Witherspoon. I delivered an edited version of his sermon, “The
Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men,” originally preached at Princeton in
1776. This was a pivotal sermon for Witherspoon. “You are my witnesses,” he declared,
“that this is the first time of my introducing any political subject into the pulpit. At this
season, however, it is not only lawful but necessary, and I willingly embrace the oppor-
tunity…” Witherspoon brought politics into the pulpit, renouncing colonial rule, argu-
ing that because human beings are fallible, human authority is fallible. Although
human nature and its passion for power is flawed, God’s grace moves to create a pub-
lic spirit of unity and freedom.

Witherspoon’s sermon proclaimed a contemporary word about the sovereignty of
God and the integration of faith, personal life, and political responsibility. We, too, are
called to name the abuses of human power and proclaim the abundance of God’s grace.
To do so is our necessity and our opportunity.

REBECCA PRICHARD, PASTOR, TUSTIN PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, TUSTIN, CALIFORNIA

This year Independence Day fell on the Sunday right after General Assembly. I had
given my sermon the title, “Minding Our Business.” It provided an opportunity to
report on some of the business of GA, and to think about our “business” as Christians.
My central theme was the idea that we are to care about what God cares about; what
matters to God should matter to us.

My congregation runs the political gamut from Republican to Democrat. Many
see being Christian and being American as almost interchangeable. We have veterans of
WWII. We are a peacemaking congregation with a few strong antiwar voices. There are
few, if any, who are extremely conservative theologically. We are tolerant of one anoth-
er and of those of other faiths.

The choir sang “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” arranged by Wilhousky,
which had been sung at Ronald Reagan’s funeral. I tend to resist patriotic music in
church, but this piece has a powerful spiritual message. We changed the words to the
verse that says, “as he died to make men holy…” to “as he died to make us holy, let us
live to make all free.”

Because I must be the pastor to all these people, I try to avoid politics from the
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pulpit. But I did report on several of the strong prophetic statements of the Assembly—
against the war in Iraq, against the barrier wall in Israel-Palestine, against Christian
Zionism. I noted that Jesus, in sending out his disciples, knew that they would face
opposition. It was hardly a prophetic sermon, but it did stir up some dialogue!

MICHAEL W. ENSRUDE (DMIN’00), PASTOR, ZION LUTHERAN CHURCH,
FREDERICKSBURG, TEXAS

I usually try to avoid nationalistic sermons on the Fourth of July, but our current cli-
mate makes this difficult. My title was, “The Power and the Glory.” The theme of the
sermon was that the Fourth of July celebrates the glory of our country, rather than its
power and might. The sermon focused on the Gospel text that told of the seventy
whom Jesus had sent out with the power to cast out demons, but also with the glory of
God to bring peace to all. Of course, like us, the disciples came back more enthralled
by the power to cast out, then with the gift of God’s glory to bring peace. I then drew
parallels to the war in Iraq and also to contemporary Christian evangelism that seems
more about “shaking the dust off our feet” at those with whom we do not agree, than
being about bringing God’s glory and peace to the nations.

How has the war in Iraq affected your preaching and/or worship planning?

DALE W. PATTERSON (DMIN’01), PASTOR, THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH AT

HACKBERRY CREEK, IRVING, TEXAS

Since September 11, 2001, my associate and I have had minimal comment or procla-
mation on that event or the Iraq issue other than pastoral words and ministry in the
week following that tragedy. However, this past Christmas we announced a six-week
series: “Hot Topics.” Among the hot topics we talked about were such controversies as
abortion, separation of church and state, and the war on terrorism. This series proved
a great ministry and outreach success.

The format was to have a genuine point-counterpoint presentation of viewpoints
amongst Christians. I tried to have a dialogue with both biblical and theological reflec-
tion that was relevant, in this case, to waging a war on terrorism, and how Christians
land on both sides of this matter. I have wearied of ad hominem discussion of such hot
topics so prevalent in argument in the public square. My goal was less to say, “This is
how Christians should think on this matter,” and much more, to acknowledge the
divergence of conviction amongst sincere followers of Christ. Nevertheless, my parish-
ioners want to know their pastor’s personal convictions regarding the war on terrorism,
and they would be frustrated if I merely left them with the vacillating conclusion, “On
the one hand, some believe this, and on the other hand, some believe that.” Ultimate-
ly, they want to know, “What about you—what do you believe?” Such a request is fair
and can be approached pastorally, if that conviction is presented acknowledging both
its strength and weaknesses, and the diversity of conviction in the Body of Christ. i
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BLACK LIVINGSTONE: A TRUE TALE OF
ADVENTURE IN THE NINETEENTH-
CENTURY CONGO, Pagan Kennedy.
Viking: 2002, 237 pages, $14 and WILLIAM
SHEPPARD: CONGO’S AFRICAN AMERICAN
LIVINGSTONE. William E. Phipps.
Geneva Press: 2002, 247 pages, $22.95.
Reviewed by Arun Jones, assistant professor of
mission and evangelism, Austin Seminary.

It is rather remarkable
that two biographies

of William Sheppard,
an African American
missionary of the
southern Presbyterian
Church of the United
States to the Congo,
should be published in
the same year. Certainly
Sheppard’s story needs

to be told and retold.
Born in Waynesboro,
Virginia, a month
before the end of the
Civil War and the
abolition of slavery in
the South, Sheppard
rose to prominence first
in the southern branch
of the Presbyterian
Church and then on
the world stage because

of his service as a missionary in the Congo. He
and his colleague, Samuel Lapsley, founded
the American Presbyterian Congo Mission in
1891. In 1885 at the Berlin Conference, King
Leopold of Belgium had arranged with other
European powers to make the Congo his
personal fiefdom. The discovery of rubber in
the Congo in the early 1890s marked the
beginning of a decade of incredible brutality
inflicted upon the Congolese, as Leopold’s
agents used horrific methods to force local
people to provide rubber for the world
market. William Sheppard’s documentation of
the terrors of the Congo was crucial in getting
world opinion to pressure the Belgian

government to cease its most egregious
activities.

Sheppard was able to undertake his work
on behalf of the Congolese due to his
remarkable success as a missionary. The first
notable advantage that Sheppard possessed was
that he was able to survive the Congo; three
quarters of the missionaries from Europe and
North America did not survive their first term
in the Congo, either dying there or returning
home due to debilitating sickness. Sheppard’s
second quality was his ability to understand
Africans on their own terms, and to adapt to
Africa itself. For example, he learned African
languages and ways of life rapidly; his
descriptions of Africa and Africans are
wonderfully free of the all too common
ethnocentric bias of the Victorian era; he was a
pioneer in the Western appreciation of various
African art forms; he was a good shot with his
rifle, thus able to provide food for, as well as to
protect, himself and those under his care.
Finally, Sheppard was recognized as a great
orator in the United States and in Europe. He
thus was one of those few people who had a
foot planted firmly in the western world and
in the African world, and he was able to be a
bridge between the two worlds, to explain the
two worlds to each other. His great success in
church planting, in fighting for human rights,
and in interpreting Africa to the West make
him a missionary well worth studying,
although it is probably his role as an explorer,
a collector of African art and artifacts, and
especially as a campaigner against Belgian-
initiated atrocities that makes him most
fascinating to those beyond the ecclesiastical
pale.

History, however, is not merely about the
past. History is the narration of the past in the
present, and in these two books we have two
very different narrators and therefore two
quite different stories about the same subject.
It is important to establish the common points
in these books. Both of them agree on the
basic outline of Sheppard’s life. Both of them
are also very laudatory in their view of
Sheppard; he is without question a hero in the
two accounts. Interestingly enough, both have
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Phipps’ view of the church is quite positive.
Pagan Kennedy, on the other hand,

seems to mistrust all whites in the southern
Presbyterian Church. It is instructive to
compare the two authors’ description of the
same incident, this one involving Samuel
Lapsley, Sheppard’s white missionary
colleague. Phipps writes, “Sam began to teach
blacks in his church near Selma at the age of
twelve. He especially enjoyed discussing
biblical doctrines with William Clark, a
blacksmith and preacher” (12). Kennedy’s
rendition is as follows, “As he grew up, Lapsley
longed to help blacks; unfortunately, his
parents trained the boy to preach to them
rather than to talk to them as equals. In a
church his family had built for field hands, the
twelve-year-old had to deliver sermons to
people three times his age…. If ever there was
a captive audience, the ex-slaves who filed into
the Lapsleys’ church were it. Which is why
perhaps Sam never learned the trick of
listening” (16). For the historically minded,
Kennedy’s case is hampered by her tendency,
understandable in a writer of fiction, to make
assumptions and provide details that are not
historically supportable. Her book is full of
qualifiers such as “perhaps,” “seemed to be,”
“surely, though,” not to mention statements
that just do not stand up to critical scrutiny. It
is for this reason that I would recommend
Phipps’ book over Kennedy’s, even though the
latter’s writing may be easier to read.

ALL GOD’S CHILDREN NEED TRAVELING
SHOES, Maya Angelou. Vintage Books,
1991, 208 pages, $15. Reviewed by Ellen L.
Babinsky, professor of church history, Austin
Seminary.

Iam an American
daughter of a Dutch-

English-Scots-Irish
mother and a
Hungarian father. I was
born one month after
the invasion of
Normandy, and every
ten years or so,
television programs
remind me of the

a personal connection to their subject. Pagan
Kennedy tells us that “like Sheppard’s people,
mine had been Presbyterians from Virginia….
I was drawn to Sheppard partly because his
voice sounded so much like the voices I’d been
raised around, particularly my grandmother’s”
(xiv). William Phipps’ connection to Sheppard
is that the two were born and grew up in the
same town. “Growing up during the Great
Depression, I can identify with his account of
spending summers ‘bare-headed, bare-footed,
and bare-backed’ in Waynesboro,” Phipps
writes. (xi)

It is perhaps because these two authors
have such a personal as well as an intellectual
stake in Sheppard, that these biographies
appear to reflect the authors’ lives as much as
the subject’s. William Phipps, we are told on
the back cover of his book, is an “ordained
minister in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),”
and an academic, having served as professor of
Bible at Peace College in Raleigh, North
Carolina, before becoming professor of
religion and philosophy at Davis and Elkins
College in Elkins, West Virginia. Pagan
Kennedy on the other hand, again according
to her book’s dust jacket, is “the author of
seven books, including her most recent novel,
The Exes… She was shortlisted for the Orange
Prize for Fiction, Britain’s prestigious literary
award. She lives outside of Boston.” Despite
their roots in Virginia, these two authors seem
to dwell in two quite different literary
universes. As may be expected from an
academic, Phipps’ work is a well documented
and persuasively argued portrait of William
Sheppard and his context. While the text of
the two books both number just over 200
pages, Phipps has about 920 footnotes
compared to Kennedy’s 330, and the former’s
bibliography lists almost four times as many
books as the latter’s. As a Presbyterian
minister, Phipps also is naturally sympathetic
to the Presbyterian Church, praising it when
he believes it spoke and acted in keeping with
Christian ideals. On the other hand, Phipps
does criticize the southern Presbyterian
Church. He feels it was wrong, for example, to
showcase an African American missionary for
his work in the Congo while remaining silent
about racism in the form of segregation and
lynching at home. On the whole, though,
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watershed year 1944. I remember the civil
rights struggles while I was growing up in
New Jersey. Once my minister father had
brought a young African American man to my
junior high youth group help us understand
why the struggle in the South was so
important. Later I learned it was Andrew
Young. In 1963 I was a college student
participating in foreign study in France when
the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. led
the march on Washington, and later when
President Kennedy was assassinated (which is
why I always remember November 23rd
instead of November 22nd). I have a vague
memory of Malcolm X, but I remember the
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. like it
was yesterday. At this writing my husband,
Sam, and I have just returned from two weeks
in Ghana. We read Maya Angelou’s book, All
God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes before we
left, and I read it a second time as we traveled
home.

As with many writings in the classical
autobiographical tradition, as Angelou writes
about herself, I found myself reflected in her
reflections about herself. She writes about her
experiences during her sojourn in Ghana from
around 1962 to 1965 (the same years I was in
college). During these years, as an African
American woman, as a “black woman,” (as she
puts it) she was forced to wrestle with some
tough realities of slavery in black history. Her
descriptions of her suspicions about slavery
were viscerally real to me in a way that defies
explanation. As Angelou explored old
marketplace towns, she pondered the
possibility that long-dead relatives had plied
their trade in fishing or in the marketo. From
time to time a reminder would steal into her
consciousness that “not all slaves were stolen,
nor were all slave dealers European” (47). She
wondered whether her great-grandfather had
been enslaved by his brother. She struggled
with the image of her great-grandmother
being traded by her sister in a marketplace. As
she watched the laughing, chattering people in
the streets, she confronted the dreadful
question of whether one person or another
were descendents of slave trading families,
darkly speculating that such folk may have
grown fat on the sale of her grandmother’s
grandmother (47). These painful speculations

RE QU I R E D RE A D I N G

would not be set aside. Angelou moved
fearfully and courageously into her inner self,
unable to allay the “ugly suspicion that my
ancestors had been weak and gullible and were
sold into bondage by a stronger and more
clever tribe. The idea was hideous, and if true,
I was forced to conclude that my own
foreparents probably abstained from the
brutish sale of others simply because they
couldn’t find tribes more gullible and
vulnerable than they. I couldn’t decide what
would be the most appalling; to be descended
from bullies or to be a descendant of dupes”
(47-48). 

This particular narrative closes with
Angelou’s unwavering hope in the midst of her
inner turmoil that, somehow, getting to know
a married couple from different tribes could
“erase the idea that African slavery stemmed
mostly from tribal exploitation” (48).

Angelou’s hope, however noble, is not to
be granted. The complexities surrounding the
monstrous phenomenon and its poisonous
exhaust fumes permeate subsequent narratives.
The question, “Who am I really?” present on
almost every page, lured me into Angelou’s
exploration. My story became inexplicably
interlaced with hers.

Clearly Maya Angelou is a consummate
wordsmith with the storyteller’s magical ability
to draw her readers into her narratives. But
that gift alone is not the only reason I saw
myself in her verbal mirror. Somehow I
understood deeply what I had read, perhaps
not least of all because of what I knew
happened after the book finished. President
Kennedy (1963), Malcolm X (1965), and the
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (1968)
were assassinated within five years. 

A future “plump with promise”
(Angelou’s phrase, 4) has seemed to me as
elusive as the heart of Africa was to Angelou;
nonetheless, Angelou’s book, I believe, “has
brought me closer to understanding myself
and other human beings” (196). The pastor’s
self understanding and social/historical
location deeply affect capacities for
relationships with other human beings. I
discovered in this book that in the context of
the very great differences between Angelou
and me, there is embedded within us a deep
reality who is God. i
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ON SPINNING PLATES
AND PROPHECY:

MOVING FROM CHARITY TO JUSTICE

BE E MO O R H E A D

Had I but one wish today for the American Church, it would be that it come to
see the difference between charity and justice. Charity is a matter of personal
attributes; justice is a matter of policy. Charity seeks to alleviate the effects of injus-
tice; justice seeks to eliminate its causes. Charity in no way affects the status quo,
while justice leads inevitably to political confrontation.

—The Reverend William Sloane Coffin

R
eligious involvement in public policy is a hot topic this year, and many people
have one vested interest or another in understanding how and why individuals
and communities of faith get involved in advocacy. Pollsters and political advi-

sors want to figure out how to capture the “religious vote.” Secular activists are eager to
show grant makers that they are “partnering” with religious groups. Here in Texas,
social service professionals are soliciting congregations to call for increased funding for
services.

C H R I S T I A N I T Y

A N D C U LT U R E

Bee Moorhead is the director of Texas Impact, an interfaith organization committed to lobbying for
policy changes that advance justice.
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The attention focused on religious advocacy is uncovering—and probably pro-
ducing—a lot of strong opinions about the church’s involvement in politics and advo-
cacy. At Texas Impact, we field a certain amount of criticism from individuals who
believe the church should stick to charity and keep out of the policy debate altogether.
However, we get far more complaints from those who want to know “why isn’t the
church doing more to promote justice?” 

There are a number of compelling reasons why people of faith fail to use their
prophetic voices fully or effectively. I hear two common concerns from local congrega-
tions. First, individuals and congregations are pulled in many directions and have lim-
ited time to devote to the often time-consuming tasks of policy advocacy. Second, in
any given congregation members often disagree on policy positions, so it can be hard
for local church leaders to endorse positions or exhort their congregation to “speak
out.” With these concerns in play, it can seem easier for pastors and churches to engage
in works of charity, leaving more controversial justice matters to someone else.

While the challenges of congregational overextension and differences of opinion
are real, I believe local pastors are nonetheless well-placed to build the church’s prophet-
ic voice. Using what I call a “full-spectrum” approach to mission and outreach, pastors
can help provide the architecture for individuals to move back and forth between acts
of charity and acts of justice as their experiences, circumstances, and talents allow.
While encouraging members of their congregations to participate in the Crop Walk, for
example, they can also offer an opportunity for interested members to learn more about
the policy issues related to the problem of global and local hunger.

Earlier this year, Texans lost a great voice for justice with the death of Bishop
Leopoldo Alard, a leader in the Episcopal Church in Texas. I had the privilege of meet-
ing with Bishop Alard soon after I became the director of Texas Impact, and he shared
with me his vision of where advocacy fits into the life of the church.

I always loved the Ed Sullivan Show. There was one man who did the most amaz-
ing act: He would balance a whole line of plates on long sticks. He would start at one
end of the line and get the first plate spinning on top of its stick. Once it was spinning,
he would move down the line to the next plate and start it spinning, and so on to the
end of the row. But by the time he got to the end of the line, the first plate would be
slowing down and getting ready to fall over. So the man would have to run back down
to the beginning of the line and get everything started all over again. “That’s how it is
with churches and advocacy,” Bishop Alard concluded, adding:

We don’t any of us start out as advocates. We start out down at the beginning
of the line, and we start spinning as we learn about issues and gain first-hand
experiences. Eventually, we belong down at the far end of the line with the jus-
tice advocates, but just when we get there—look out, because new faces have
come on board down at the other end of the line, and they will need to start
back at the beginning with the education and experience. You can’t push peo-
ple into justice work before they are ready.

I recount Bishop Alard’s description as often as I can when I visit with church
groups, and it always provokes vigorous head-nodding. It certainly describes my own
experience of moving from direct service to policy advocacy.
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In the fall of 1988, issues of justice were certainly the furthest thing from my mind.
My first child was a few months old, and I was fairly bursting with new expertise on
pregnancy, childbirth, and taking care of babies. In fact, I was so eager to share my
expertise with the world that I signed up to be a volunteer “labor coach” with an inno-
vative program called The Childbirth Connection. 

The goal of The Childbirth Connection was to provide support and comfort to
women who were giving birth at Austin’s public hospital. The way the program worked
was this: if a woman came into the hospital in labor and she seemed to be in need of
some support, the nurses would offer to call a Childbirth Connection volunteer for her.
If the woman agreed, then the nurse would call through a list of volunteers until she
found one who was available. That volunteer would then come to the hospital and stay
with the woman until the baby was born or until the volunteer had to leave, when
someone else hopefully would take over. 

As a volunteer labor coach, I learned about families, “birth experiences,” and cir-
cumstances very different from my own. I watched a fifteen-year-old girl give birth in
a room full of arguing relatives, and I stayed with another teenager who went through
her whole labor without a single friend or relative to hold her hand. She seemed very
grateful for my presence, even though we didn’t speak enough of each others’ languages
to communicate much.

I also learned new things about the health care system. I discovered that uninsured
women couldn’t get preferred pain medications, including epidurals. Typically, the
women I coached received drugs that the instructor had cautioned against in my child-
birth classes. Part of my job as a volunteer was to help the patients make informed
choices about what drugs they would receive, but when I questioned the nurses’ rec-
ommendations, they said that options were limited for uninsured patients who came in
“off the street” with no attending physician. 

My experience with The Childbirth Connection led me from charity to justice,
and eventually to a new career. I ended up getting a masters’ degree in public policy
with an emphasis in maternal and child health. 

Now, as the director of Texas Impact, my job is to encourage people of faith to
advocate for justice, for women and children’s health as well as the environment, the
poor, victims and offenders, and a host of other causes. I believe the unique contribu-
tion of faith to politics is a dual commitment to charity and justice. Direct involvement
in providing charity motivates people of faith to advocate for change because they expe-
rience injustice firsthand, and it makes them more effective advocates because they
bring unique expertise to their testimony.

Local pastors and church structures can help people of faith find and use their
prophetic voices by building bridges from charity to justice. I’m excited to see a grow-
ing trend in local churches toward a full-spectrum approach to mission and outreach
that emphasizes the connections between a direct-service mission project and the
underlying justice issue. 

For instance, several Austin congregations that collaborate on a feeding program
for the homeless are planning a community forum this month on social service policy
in Texas. Through the forum, members will gain more understanding of state laws that
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affect the people they serve. Some church members will feel moved to call for policy
changes; others will not feel moved to advocacy right away, but they will have a better
understanding of the forces that shape needs in their community. In the future, they
might decide to advocate for systemic change.

When charity and justice ministries are well-integrated in the life of a church,
members will be able to maximize their opportunities to love kindness and do justice,
instead of getting stuck in one gear, getting frustrated, and giving up. With any luck,
the rest of the community will look up one day and be spellbound by the sight of a
whole line of plates spinning in perfect balance…doing justice, loving kindness, and
walking humbly all at the same time. i

This fall, Austin Seminary
will begin publishing the
journal, Horizons in Biblical
Theology: An International
Dialogue (edited by Pitts-
burgh Theological Seminary
since its founding in 1978).
Andrew Dearman, Austin
Seminary professor of Old
Testament, will serve as edi-
tor-in-chief.
For rates and subscription
information, please contact
Professor Dearman:
adearman@austinseminary.edu
or 512-404-4856.

action are based on the views of Hannah
Arendt; see her The Human Condition (Chica-
go: University of Chicago Press, 1958).
11 This point of view is indebted to my teacher
James Gustafson’s notion of the church as a
community of moral discourse; see his The
Church as a Moral Decision Maker (Philadel-
phia: Pilgrim Press, 1970). 
12 For the political relevance of voluntary asso-
ciations see the work of James Luther Adams,
in particular his Voluntary Associations: Socio-
Cultural Analyses and Theological Interpreta-
tion (Chicago: Exploration Press, 1986).

Politics and Religion
Continued from page 12
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