La Porte Sermon Confronting the Controversies # 1 Separation of Church & State.  Bob Vale: Spring of 2018 April 8th, 2018
Sermon Quote: “Faith is not the belief that God will do what you want. It is the belief that God will do what is right.” ― Max Lucado, He Still Moves Stones
Liturgy:  
Leader: Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.”

Congregation:  "You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden.
Leader: As Christians we are to be “living stones” in our culture, making a difference in the world. 

Congregation: As God’s people, let us stand for something or we’ll fall for anything. 

Leader: You are the salt of the earth to bring goodness and flavor to all communities. 

Congregation:  As God’s chosen people, may we bring love, joy, and peace to a world in need of such wonderful gifts. 

Scripture Lesson: Matthew 5:13-16 13"You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. 14"You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. 15Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.”
Titus 3:1-2 “1Remind the people to be subject to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready to do whatever is good, 2to slander no one, to be peaceable and considerate, and always to be gentle toward everyone.”
 I Peter 2:5 “you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”
Rose Marie Dure and Mary Kay Steele will choose the music for the three worship services. 
Today we begin the sermon series called, Confronting the Controversies.  

We are asking the question and digging into the scriptures about controversial topics in our culture.   We are seeking God’s Wisdom and will as we tackle these difficult issues, as we walk together in faith.

I realize we will not all agree on every aspect of these issues, which is alright.  But to search the scriptures and seek the truth through tradition, history, and reason, I pray we can learn more about each of these controversies.  In the end, I hope talking about and learning more about these issues will strengthen our own faith. 

Our first controversy involves every church across America.   The Controversy has been titled, “Separation of Church and State.”  

Freedom of Religion is a staple blessing in our American Culture.  This freedom gives us the right to worship the Lord according to the traditions and biblical interpretations of our faith.  It is a gift & a right. 
As long as religious agencies are not breaking other laws of the land, our styles of faith worship and practice, are protected by the U.S. government, through Freedom of Religion. 
Definition:  Freedom of Religion: “The right to practice whatever religion one chooses and worship without interference.”  

Number of Religions in America:   Among our 320 million American population, about 70% claim to be part of the Christian religion. (Including both protestant and catholic Christians.) About 5% of Americans are of other faith groups such as Jewish, Buddhist, Hindus, and other smaller faith groups.   The largest growing faith group in America today is…”Unaffiliated.”   In other words, they don’t attach themselves to any religion. 
Number of Christian Denominations in America: 41,000 different Christian denominations in America and 350,000 church congregations, with the average church size being 75 people.  41,000 different Christian denominations, illustrates a lot of religious freedom.  
The Opposite of Freedom of Religion:  State Run Countries that don’t allow religious freedom: 

1. Saudi Arabia: There are no known Christian churches in this country.  Only Muslim churches are allowed. Many other middle eastern Muslim led countries are not friendly towards religious freedom as a whole. 
2. China: The country of China claims to have Religious Freedom, but also allows the government to control and repress any religion that does not fit the communist party line.   There is much persecution of Christians in China. 
State Run Churches in many countries:   Many countries have state sponsored religions who receive funding from the government. A state religion is a religious body or creed officially endorsed by the state. 

1. Great Brittan:  The Church of England. 

2. Germany: The Lutheran & Catholic Church of Germany.  By the way 8% of personal income taxes go to support the state church in Germany. 
3. Italy: Roman Catholic (To include the Vatican) Many European countries have a state run “Church Tax” taken out of payroll of around one to two percent.  
4. Israel: Judaism. 

3. There are nearly 30 countries endorsing Islam as the faith of their country.  
4. There are about 25 counties around the world, who offer Religious Freedom, and allow all faith groups into their country, without endorsement of one faith group over another. 

As we turn to the relationship between Church and State in America, let us first understand the constitutional issues that are the primary source of much difficulty understanding the implications of the Separation of Church and State.    

The first mention of God or religion in the U.S. Constitution is found in Article # 6, where we read the following.  “No religious test shall ever be required as a qualification for any office or public trust under the United States.”  In other words, “No one can be disqualified to hold office because of the religion they follow.”
The second and more crucial section of the constitution when it comes to the relationship between the church and the state, is the first Amendment, which reads, “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 of the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a release of grievances.”
When the church and state become too closely connected two things happen. 
1.  The church can lose its nerve to speak up against the stronger state against immoral acts and policies. 

a. Examples of this is WWII Germany during the Nazi Regime and South Africa during Apartheid, and in some ways the United States during the many years of slavery. The church lost its voice in all three of these periods of human history.  

2. Sometimes in history, the church has become much too strong within a government, which gave rise to the Crusades in the middle ages. The Crusades between the catholic church and Muslim religion started many wars and the killing of the innocent of both religions.   

We need Each Other:  The church desperately needs the state and the state desperately needs the church. 

The State desperately needs the church for the following: 

1. Shape the values, ethics, and honest integrity of the population.  
2. The state develops laws based upon the values of the culture. 

3. When a jury is made up of people…the state wants the most honest and people with high moral values. 

4. If the church fails to do its job, the state suffers. The population has a lowered moral vision, greater crime, greater social problems, and a reduced clarity in differentiating between right and wrong.  

5. The church has an obligation to speak out against social injustices, and morality issues to make the country a better place to live. 
6. The state needs the church to take seriously the biblical command to pray for its leaders.  I Timothy 2:1-2 “I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people—  for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.” 
The Church desperately needs the State for the following: 

1. The church needs the state to protect the freedom of religion laws 

2. To insure order, justice, and the protection of basic civil liberties. 

3. The authority to govern justly, works for the common good of the people and protects the interest and rights of all the people. 
Our nation was founded upon a high respect and appreciation between the church and the state.  There are scriptures, faith testimonies of our founding fathers, Christian leaders, and sacred writings of our founding documents, buildings and statues that illustrate the close connection between the church and the state at the beginning of our American democracy.  

I believe President Ronald Reagan captured the importance of the partnership between God and Country.  Here is what he said, 

“The truth is, politics and morality are inseparable. And as morality’s foundation is religion; Religion and Politics are related. We need religion as a guide.  We need the church because we are imperfect, and our government needs the church because, only those humble enough to admit they’re sinners, can bring to democracy the tolerance it requires in order to survive.”
The founding document of our country is not the U.S. Constitution, but rather the Declaration of Independence.   The important words within the declaration of Independence is…“Endowed by our Creator.” From the very beginning of our country, it reminds us that “We Believe in God.”   We believe God created us and gives us precious rights in this world. These unalienable rights are: Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of happiness. 
From the beginning our American government declares that God our creator, gives us certain unalienable rights in this world. Amen!!!
10 Commandment Monuments on government property.

Over the past 20 years our country has gone to court many times across our nation to keep the sacred and beloved 10 commandments of stone in our state capitol buildings and the lawns of our county court houses.   Many of these 10 commandments monuments have been on the lawns and rotundas of our government buildings for many years. 

Remember the U.S. constitution wording for the government not to establish a government endorsed religion.  

The first four of the ten commandments are depicting the existence and worship of the Jewish / Christian God of the Old Testament in the Bible. 

1. #1 “I am the Lord your God and have no other God’s before me. 

2. # 2 “I am the Lord your God…have not idols in my place.”

3. # 3 “Do not take the Lord your God’s name in vain.”

4. # 4 “Honor the sabbath day and keep it Holy before the Lord.”

While the next 6 commandments deal with social order laws, the first four commandments deal with religious connection to the Jewish / Christian God of the Universe. 

What if the Christian community in America, one day was not the majority?  What if there were more Muslims in our country or parts of our country, which is the case in some parts of our nation.  Would the Muslim majority in certain parts of our country be able to put the Koran scriptures on the government lawns, simply because they are the majority in that small part of our country?
Would we feel differently if the first four commandments on our government property asked us to honor “Allah” and the prophet “Mohamad?”  How excited would the Christian community be if the first four commandments honored Buddha, or the Hindu scriptures in the rotunda of our state capitol buildings? 
Don’t get me wrong, I love the 10 commandments.  I preach from them and I teach from them.  They are the source of Christian theology and doctrine. They are sacred to our faith in incredible ways.  

But in the magnificent melting pot of America, made up of many different global religions, are we being fair to our religious minority brothers and sisters, by depicting Judeao / Christians scriptures on the monuments of our government property for “All the people.”

Is there a middle ground to place our nativity scenes, Christmas trees, and 10 commandments on Government property?  Are there Christian businesses that can support the 10 commandments on their private party as an expression of their faith?  Can churches display these 10 commandments more prominently on church property?
According to one of our scriptures today, we are to be the living stones in our community, not the marble 10 commandment on the courthouse lawn. 

I Peter 2:5 “you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”
We are to be the light of the world and salt of the earth.   Our Christian lives are to be the living, walking and speaking 10 commandments as we encounter all those in our lives. 
Is it as simple as the children’s song we sing titled, this little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine?    

As Christians we are to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world. We not to let the government be our light and salt, but our very lives, actions and speech.  

Let’s pray.  Lord, help us to be light in the world and the salt of the earth.   Encourage us to allow the church to boldly be the church in our community and for the state to faithfully be the state in our community.   We thank you for the freedoms we share in our wonderful country.  We continue to pray for our government leaders.  May God bless the United States of America. 
Benediction: “May the Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.” (Numbers 6:24-26)
 
