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Over the several centuries Baptists have been around, we’ve been noted for a good number of things (although admittedly not all the things we’re known for are good.) I’ll let you imagine the things that have marked our history negatively if you’ll let me identify some of the positive things we’ve contributed to the larger faith community.

On the good side of the ledger, we have a strong commitment to the Bible. We are people of the book. We preach from it in our pulpits. We teach it to all ages. We have a strong commitment to missions. We are Great Commission believers taking the gospel to the world; we seek to be the presence of Christ to all persons even to those who are most neglected or overlooked. And we have a strong commitment to those in need - We’ve built hospitals, orphanages, colleges, and seminaries. We’ve responded whenever a crisis strikes and where others are in need.

But most significantly, we have a long history of defending religious liberty and the freedom we have as citizens living in a country where the First Amendment is written into the law of the land.

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,

or prohibiting the free exercise thereof;

or abridging the freedom of speech,

or of the press;

or the right of people peaceably to assemble,

and freedom to petition the government.”

It’s a simple but profound statement, a mere 45 words, and yet it establishes 5 freedoms we have as citizens:

Freedom of Religion

Freedom of Speech

Freedom of the Press

Freedom to Assemble

Freedom to Petition the Government

It’s the first freedom of the First Amendment that Baptists have fought to protect. Dr. Buddy Shurden, Baptist historian, spoke eloquently of that freedom at last week’s Cooperative Baptist Fellowship General Assembly meeting
. In that speech, he warned us that our commitment to the First Amendment freedom of religion is slowly eroding in our time. Here are the facts:

A survey of 100,000 American high school students in America concluded that 

1 out of 3 students believe the First Amendment goes too far

Three quarters say either they don’t know how they feel about the First 

Amendment or they take it for granted

Further, only ½ of them said a newspaper should be allowed to publish freely 

without prior government approval of stories

That’s a disturbing trend and we Baptists have our work cut out for us if we’re to continue to enjoy these freedoms.

Some have lost their vision for cherishing our religious freedom because …

We mistakenly believe all the Founding Fathers were born-again evangelical Christians who felt a God-called mission to establish America as a uniquely Christian nation. Admittedly some believed this while a great number of others decidedly did not.

In truth, they were a motley group of men. What can be said in confidence is that they were a group of men committed to religious liberty, meaning it’s liberty for all, no matter what religious tradition or no tradition we’re talking about. And if it’s not freedom for all, it’s not freedom at all.


When popular pastors and television celebrities of the religious right like Tim LaHaye, James Dobson, Jerry Falwell and James Kennedy insist that those who founded this nation were citizens who had a personal and abiding faith in the God of the Bible, they’re not being honest about American history. Of the first 5 Presidents, all were influenced to one degree or another by Deism, the once-popular view that God created the world and then withdrew from involvement from that creation.


John Adams was a Unitarian and did not accept the Christian fundamentals of a belief in the Trinity, the divinity of Christ, total depravity or predestination.


Thomas Jefferson cut and pasted his own Bible, leaving out the miracles and any other thing he did not agree with.


James Madison wrote the classic text on religious liberty, “Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessments.”


James Monroe may have lent his name to the Monroe Doctrine, but it had nothing to do with faith; in fact, many regard Monroe as the least religious of the bunch.


George Washington may have been the most religious of the five, but he never referred to Jesus in any correspondence. He didn’t call for a minister on his deathbed, ask for forgiveness, or express belief in an afterlife.


This does not suggest that faith was absent from the founding of our country, but the religious right leads us astray by suggesting that no wall of separation should exist. They lead us astray by brazenly claiming majority rule to the neglect of equal rights for minority groups.

It’s a healthy belief in religious liberty that helps us understand and live by what Buddy Shurden and others call, “the counter-majoritarian principle” that says the powerful majority of citizens who are “Christian” willingly limit their power in order to protect the privileges and rights of the minority. The freedom of liberty they demand for themselves they defend for all others whether they are similar to their own or not. They fight for liberty even for those who have no faith based on the “no establishment” clause.

Some have lost their vision for cherishing our religious freedom because …

We mistakenly believe America is a Christian nation. Brent Walker, of the Baptist Joint Committee, says, “We do not have a Christian theocracy. We have a constitutional democracy in which all religious beliefs are protected … As a result, paradoxically enough, we are a nation of Christians because we’re not a Christian nation.”

Ironically, it’s the First Amendment that assures us that God cannot be kicked out of school (our friend James Dunn is fond of saying God has a perfect attendance record) or that God has been kicked out of the public square. 

It’s the First Amendment that gives us the right to speak freely of our faith. At the same time, it assures us the government will not give unequal power to any one religion to the detriment of others. It assures us as well that the government will not invade our religious practice of worshipping God as conscience leads us to do.

But the struggle for religious liberty is a struggle that’s never over. Shurden says, “If we don't keep a sickle in our hands the garden of freedom will be overtaken by the weeds of religious discrimination.”
 

Being a Baptist then, means sensing down in our bones a holy calling to defend the liberty of people of every faith or of no faith to be free from government intrusion of some by the will of others. It levels the playing field so all citizens can practice their religion as they wish. 

That’s something we can celebrate this week the birth of our great nation!

Prayer:

There’s a blessing in living in a country that has wisely valued liberty and particularly religious liberty. We thank you, O God, that you have given us the opportunity to worship as we feel led to do. We thank you, O God, for the leaders of our country. Give them wisdom to govern justly and mercifully for all the people.

In this time of war and the conflict we feel over the deaths and ongoing suffering felt in own American families and the same feelings of loss felt equally among the Iraqi families, give our leaders the wisdom to when to end this war as quickly and mercifully as possible.


Help us in our celebration over the birth of this country never forget the responsibilities of our citizenship. Help us willingly give ourselves to the battle for freedom, a battle that’s never fully won. Help us love your Kingdom and realize you are the God of all creation, over all nations, and over all the peoples created in your divine image.

Amen.
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