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COMMUNIST OR BAPTIST?


I had been called to the principal’s office. No, this wasn’t the time in third grade when we boys were playing baseball during school recess, heard the bell, and realized we were the only ones on the playground. Evidently, the gentle sprinkling of rain had impressed the teachers and they had called “everyone” inside. We didn’t hear that call. When we came into the class (dripping wet, by the way), Mrs. Worth was very upset with us and required each of us to write 300 times on paper, “I will not play out in the rain.” I think of Mrs. Worth these days when I run in the rain. At least we didn’t have to go the principal’s office that day. 

I thought I was too old to be called into the principal’s office. At the time I was thirty-five-years-old. But there I was on Monday morning after being summoned by the principal of Montevallo High School in Alabama. No matter your age, you don’t want to be summoned by school administrators!


The principal wanted to talk to me about a sermon I preached the day before. I preached it on Sunday morning, a church member passed some of what I said on to someone else who passed the quote on to the pastor of another Baptist church in town. The pastor preached on it on Sunday night, and the principal (a member of that church) heard the quote in the evening’s sermon. (Why did we bother having telephones for communication if word can travel that fast in a small town?)

I sat outside the principal’s office for a few minutes and was thankful that spankings were no longer allowed in school. As a matter of fact, it was the middle of June and school was closed for classes. When I sat down in his office and in front of his desk, the principal said (I still remember his words), “I heard you said in your sermon yesterday that we should not have prayers at our high school football games. I can understand a Communist saying this but I am shocked that this comes from a Baptist preacher!” 


My sermon was on religious liberty in the United States and how Baptists have responded to the separation and confluence of church and state. It’s a sensitive issue so I said in my sermon, “This is an unpopular stand. I may not be liked by some members of our church or our community if I take a stand for religious liberty. The easier road is to be silent or to side with the vocal majority on these issues.” No matter how carefully I tried to begin my sermon about the fear and ambiguity in my own life about this issue, the words relayed to another Baptist preacher in town was, “That preacher doesn’t believe in prayer in schools and athletic events.” I tried to explain but I don’t think the principal ever moved beyond his suspicion of my patriotism. He wondered if I was a Communist. I thought I was a real Baptist. What do you think?
CHURCH AND STATE


As we celebrate the 400th birthday of Baptists, we are emphasizing four fragile freedoms Baptists have championed. Last we talked about soul freedom and today we remember that Baptists have long been advocates for a free church in a free state. Perhaps you are aware that even though the first settlers came to America because of religious persecution back in England, the Congregationalists did what most minorities do when they are free. They came here and established their own faith community as the majority and excluded those who did not agree with them. The state church distributed licenses to preach and perform marriages only to those who qualified in their religious views. The established church in the American colonies was intolerant of other religious views except their own, so Roger Williams fled this persecution in New England and in 1639 founded the First Baptist Church in America in Providence, Rhode Island. 

Baptists fight for the separation of church and state and also fight for religious liberty. Here in Virginia we have are proud of our state’s influence in religious liberty. You have an insert in your bulletin about two Virginia Baptists who were champions for religious freedom: Mallary Binns (father of Myra Bridgforth) and John Leland. John Leland influenced George Mason, James Madison, Thomas Jefferson and others to include religious liberty in the Bill of Rights. Virginia Baptists have been strong voices in the decisions to provide for our nation religious freedom and the separation of church and state. We support a free church in a free state. 


What happens when we do not have a free church in a free state? We can see from the life of Jesus what happens when religious power and political power become intertwined. Jesus predicts three times—in Mark 8, 9 and 10—that he is headed not only to the city of Jerusalem but also to the place where he will die at the hands of religious and political leaders. 

The Sadducees of Jesus’ day were the political and religious leaders of the Jews and maintained the status quo by cooperating with the Romans--the political overlords of their land. The Sadducees were rich and powerful and controlled the Sanhedrin Council, which was like the Supreme Court who decided how everyone in Judea should follow the Law. They did not want the Romans to become upset and kill thousands of citizens. 


The Sadducees and the Sanhedrin Council were both the religious and political powers of Jesus’ day. According to the Gospel writers, Jesus consciously decides that his calling is not just to minister in Galilee, which is a three-day walk from Jerusalem. Jesus is, as Mark tells us in verse 34 and throughout this gospel account, “on the way” to Jerusalem. In Mark’s account, discipleship is defined as walking behind Jesus “on the way” toward Jerusalem and toward the cross which awaits him. As Luke tells us in 9:51, When the days drew near for him to be taken up, Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem. The Gospel writers are very clear that Jesus is resolute in this journey toward Jerusalem and toward the religious and political powers of his day. 

And three times in Mark Jesus predicts that it will not go well for him in Jerusalem. Jesus realizes what happens when religious power and political power intermingle. During these High Holy Days for our Jewish neighbors in Northern Virginia, I intentionally state clearly that it was not “the Jews” who killed Jesus. Those who arrested, tried and executed Jesus were the religious leaders and the political leaders of his day. The Gospel writers are careful to state that the Roman government acquiesced in the execution of Jesus but did not initiate it. The Jewish religious/political leaders of Jesus’ day sought to silence him so they could have peace. They wanted peace, so they killed Jesus. 
PLANTING PEACE

In James 3:18 we hear, And a harvest of  right relationships is sown in peace for those who make peace. The New International Version translates it, Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest (fruit) of righteousness. James says that peace is not just something we harvest; peace is what we sow. Peace is not what we pick from someone else’s crops; for peace is what we plant. We plant peace in our community--in our family, in our church, in our city, in our world. Planting peace is not about dying the martyr’s death or waging war to eliminate our enemies. To plant peace is to practice random acts of kindness and senseless beauty each day of your life. When we seed peace around us, others may not even notice, but we will make a significant contribution to the peacemaking that the Lord wants accomplished in our communities!


In our history Baptists have fought against a state church and a church which runs the state. At the same time, we have rejected the Anabaptists and Amish view of completely separating from any contact or influence in government. We believe in the separation of church and state but not the complete isolation of church and state. Baptists believe we are called to plant peace in our communities. As Jesus said, we are called not just to be peacekeepers but peacemakers!

Allow me to mention some ways we Baptists can sow peace in a way that will demonstrate our loyalty to Christ as well as our loyalty to our country.

We sow seeds of peace when we sound the call for the separation of church and state (even if it means being called to the high school principal’s office).


We sow seeds of peace when we speak out for the religious liberty of all persons.


We sow seeds of peace when we encourage voluntary and spontaneous prayer or moments of silence in public schools and public places. When on the high school public address system Monday morning students hear that a senior died in an auto accident Friday night, we fight for the right for a student to bow her head and pray silently for that senior’s family and friends. We encourage voluntary and spontaneous prayer that does not disrupt the classroom or ball field. As long as we have exams, we will always have prayers in school.

We sow seeds of peace when we support the equal access of all religious groups (including our own) to meet in public buildings such as schools, gyms, and public buildings.

We sow seeds of peace when we refrain from cheating on school tests, on business reports, on income taxes, and in personal relationships.


We sow seeds of peace when we join hands with school and community leaders to help persons who suffer from teenage pregnancies, drug and alcohol abuse, suicide, physical and emotional abuse, and a host of other issues that face young people here in Northern Virginia.

We sow seeds of peace when we pray for students, teachers and school administrators.

We sow seeds of peace when we pray for our political leaders—even those of the other political parties. 

We sow seeds of peace when we write letters about our concerns to political officials.

We sow seeds of peace when we support efforts to provide some sort of affordable health care for each person in America. 


Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of right relationships. When we work for peace in our community, we open important doors to be honest witnesses of our faith in Jesus Christ. I believe this is a more authentic witness and more powerful than government-sponsored religion or coercion by the religious majority. To proclaim the separation of church and state helps the church follow Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem and helps America continue to be beautiful. May God bless us, may God bless the United States of America . . . and may God bless all the other countries of the world. 
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