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US AND THEM

On Friday nearly 3,000 people gathered on the west lawn of the Capitol. Did you hear about it? Rows of Muslim men in long robes and white knit caps and Muslim women in head coverings praised God, listened to sermons and prostrated themselves as part of the noontime prayers for those of the Islamic faith. Across the street from the service, however, conservative Christian protestors gathered with banners, crosses, and anti-Islamic messages. Some warned that the service was “part of a well-defined strategy to Islamize American society and replace the Bible with the Koran, the cross with the Islamic crescent and the church bells with the Muslim call to prayer.” According to reports, you could see a 10-foot-tall wooden cross and two giant wooden tablets depicting the Ten Commandments and could hear a pastor shouting “I suggest you convert to Christ!” (Washington Post, September 25 and 26, 2009) 


Well, where would you, a Baptist, stand on Friday at the Capitol? Would a Baptist stand with the conservative Christian protestors or prostrate ourselves in prayer with the Muslim men and women? Well, I wonder not only what would Baptists do, but what would Jesus do? 

As we follow the account of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, Mark tells us that Jesus defines true greatness not by our height but by the breadth of our welcoming arms. Jesus says in Mark 9:37 that the greatest person is the one who welcomes a small child in the name of Jesus.  True greatness, Jesus says, comes in our willingness to accept God and to accept other persons. 


The Apostle John raises his hand in that traveling home school and says, "Teacher, teacher, I have a question! We saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us." (9:38). This is the same John the apostle (not John the Baptist) who, when they were not received warmly by a Samaritan village, said (along with his brother James) asked, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them? (Luke 9:54). John seems to have “anger issues.”  

Someone was doing a good thing--freeing people of the evil that was destroying them and was helping persons in the name of Jesus. The helper was claiming to be one of Jesus' disciples. John knows that Jesus only has twelve disciples, And John expects Jesus to agree that such persons outside of the control of Jesus need to be stopped. "He's not one of us!" And "us" means for John “our little group.”  And "us" today can mean “our church,” or “our denomination,” or “we Christians.” 

It's a good question.  Jesus teaches that great disciples are known as those with wide arms that welcome. John asks and we ask (with good reason), "Aren't there limits to the ones we may welcome as part of the faith community?" Jesus responds firmly, "Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for us." (9:39-40)


Do you see the irony in John’s attempt to stop this man? Just earlier in this chapter (8:14-20) we hear that the disciples themselves fail to free a young boy from an evil spirit. Now they want to stop someone who can help people be free of evil spirits. Is this unknown healer a threat to them because he can do in the name of Jesus what they cannot?


“Whoever is not against us is for us!" Jesus declares. We want to spend our energy at church and in life building walls between "us" and "them.” We divide the world into two groups: those who are for us and those who are against us. Our Hymn of the Month, Your Love, O God, declares, “But there are walls that keep us all divided; we fence each other in with hate and war.”


We can find plenty of biblical evidence for building walls between us and them. Our Call to Worship today comes from Psalm 124: If it had not been the LORD who was on our side. Here is a hymn celebrating a military victory for the nation of Israel because they believe the LORD fought for them against the enemy. 


Have you read the story of Esther lately? I had difficulty today hearing this story and saying, “This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God!” A Jewish woman named Esther becomes queen of Persia and speaks up against those who wish to destroy her people. When this Holocaust is about to begin, she realizes she is in her powerful position for such a time as this (4:14). Queen Esther informs the king of Haman’s plan to destroy the Jewish people and Haman dies on his own gallows. The royal death warrant (3:13) is replaced with a royal right of Jewish self-defense (8:11). Israel survives by killing her enemies in Persia. We hear in Esther 9:5: So the Jews struck down all their enemies with the sword, slaughtering and destroying them, and did as they pleased to those who hated them. I shudder when I hear in 9:16 that the Jews killed seventy-five thousand of those who hated them. That’s almost as many as attend Washington Redskins home games! I imagine they quoted Psalm 124: If it had not been the LORD who was on our side.

Yes, on the one hand we can find many references in our Bible which call for the exclusion of other religions from the nation of Israel and many passages which call on us to exclude and even kill those who do not believe as we believe. On the other hand we can also hear Jesus call us not to kill and not to exclude. Jesus says, “Whoever is not against us is for us." We tend, however, to sound more like the apostle John and less like Jesus. 
FREE TO BELIEVE . . . OR NOT!

What have Baptists said in regard to freedom of religion? Today more than eighty pastors nationwide are participating in the Alliance Defense Fund’s second annual Pulpit Freedom Sunday. The pastors are preaching sermons related to biblical perspectives on the positions of electoral candidates and current government officials and also challenging the IRS tax code in regard to churches. I want you to know today that I am not part of this nationwide effort. I am not endorsing any candidate or elected official and am not challenging the IRS tax code. I am speaking today about Baptists and religious freedom.

State Senator Chap Peterson is here today to tell us about his ancestor Jeremiah Moore and about religious liberty. If he were running for office this year, I would not have invited him today. Thank you, Chap, for joining us today even though you did run for something this morning: a 10K race. Jeremiah Moore died in 1815, is buried here in Vienna, across Nutley Street and less than a mile from our worship room. Our own Jerry Duane is trying to find a location to put Moore’s house back together again.

As Chap has told us, Jeremiah Moore was one of the most prominent traveling preachers of his day. In the late 1760's he was converted from the established Church of England and became a Baptist. Because it was against the law to preach any doctrine that did not conform to the tenets of the Church of England, he was thrown in jail in Alexandria three times. Undeterred, Moore preached to huge crowds from the jail windows. When he was finally brought to trial he was defended by Patrick Henry, a vigorous exponent of religious liberty. Henry is reported to have said, "Great God gentlemen, a man in prison for preaching the gospel of the Son of God?" Jeremiah Moore was set free. Moore was instrumental in the adoption of the First Amendment of the Constitution in 1790 establishing the doctrine of separation of church and state. In 1802 Jeremiah Moore established the First Baptist Church in Washington, D.C. and the next year established the First Baptist Church of Alexandria, Virginia, the city in which he was imprisoned thirty years earlier.

Because of our own experience of persecution at the hands of a majority religion, Baptists have championed religious liberty not just for us but for everyone. In a few minutes we will read together a litany from the words of George W. Truett, pastor of First Baptist Church, Dallas, Texas from 1897 until 1944. Eighty-nine years ago, on May 16, 1920, Truett preached a powerful sermon from where? From the steps of the U. S. Capitol. That day Truett, influenced by the words of the Virginian John Leland, proclaimed that Baptists do not believe in religious toleration. He said, “Toleration implies that someone falsely claims the right to tolerate. Toleration is a concession, while liberty is a right.” Truett spoke not just for toleration but for religious freedom not only for Baptists but for all persons in the United States of America. 

Baptists do not profess religious toleration because “toleration” assumes that we are right and we will go along with you being wrong. “Religious freedom” means that Baptists will fight for your right to believe as you do . . . or not to believe at all. That’s religious liberty and a hallmark for being Baptist. Baptists believe not only in freedom from government influence but also freedom for all to worship (or not worship) as they wish. 

In 1939 our mother from which we have sensed separated, the Southern Baptist Convention, adopted the American Baptist Bill of Rights, which calls us to maintain “absolute religious liberty for my Jewish neighbor, my Catholic neighbor, my Protestant neighbor and for everybody else.” Baptists fight for religious liberty for all persons and here in Virginia we have a long line of Baptists (such as John Leland and Jeremiah Moore) who champion religious freedom. In our worship bulletin today is an insert about the Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty, which we support with our mission money. 

Our Hymn of the Month, Your Love, O God, sings to the Lord, You leave us free to seek you or reject you; you give us room to answer “yes” or “no.” How can we Baptists do less? We don’t follow the psalmist who thinks the LORD is only on our side. We do not follow Esther who relishes in the murders of enough people to fill a football stadium. We do not follow John the disciple who suggests that Jesus destroy with fire a Samaritan village which did not receive them and asks Jesus to stop those others who heal in Jesus’ name. 

We follow Jesus who says “Whoever is not against us is for us." We follow Jeremiah Moore who preached the Good News of Jesus from the Alexandria jail house. We follow George Truett who said, “Toleration is a concession while liberty is a right.” We stand tall as Baptists and proclaim religious liberty for all. From what I know about the history of Baptists, on Friday I think we would stand with those of the Islamic faith and we would fight for their right to worship Allah here in the United States of America. 

On September 14th at the Open House for our Vienna Baptist Children’s Center, I told the parents that our church is seeking ways to build bridges to Jews and Muslims and others of the larger faith community. I hope you are glad I spoke about the welcoming arms of our church. I hope you think I represented Baptists.

Jesus calls us to be the salt of the earth. Here in Mark 9 Jesus calls on Baptists and all his followers to Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another. Let’s be salty Baptists who proclaim, not just religious toleration, but religious freedom for all. 
Litany for Religious Liberty

Baptists have never been party to oppression of conscience.

Our contention is not for more toleration, but for absolute liberty.

There is a wide difference between toleration and liberty. 

Toleration implies that someone falsely claims the right to tolerate.

Toleration is a concession, while liberty is a right.

Toleration is a matter of expediency, while liberty is a matter of principle.

Toleration is a gift from people, while liberty is a gift from God.

It is the consistent and insistent contention of our Baptist people, always and everywhere, that religion must be forever voluntary and uncoerced.

And that is not the prerogative of any power, whether civil or ecclesiastical, to compel anyone to conform to any religious creed of worship.

God wants free worshipers and no other kind.

(Excerpts from “Baptists and Religious Liberty” delivered by George W. Truett on the steps of the United States Capitol building, May 16, 1920.)  
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