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There’s one of 2 things going on with me right 

now: either my brain got water-logged in the pool last 

week on vacation…or I’m quickly becoming senile: 

because I’m gonna’ do today what nobody should ever 

do – whether, as Sinatra sang: “you’re a “puppet, a 

pauper, a pirate, a poet, a pawn, or…a preacher: I’m 

inviting us into a conversation about both religion and 

politics - at the same time! Sort of a theological ‘civics’ 

lesson…specifically, looking at the universally 

misunderstood, and consistently abused concept 

commonly – and absolutely incorrectly – known as 

“separation of church and state.” 

First off, the phrase is not a part of our 

Constitution. Surprised? It’s just a paraphrase from 

Thomas Jefferson about the First Amendment which 

reads: “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 

thereof..."  Says nothing about “separating” anything. 

What it does imply is, as James Madison 

suggested would help: adding the word ‘national’ right 

before “religion” which, then, would, he said: “point the 

amendment directly to the object it was intended to 

prevent:” and that was the creation of a government-

sanctioned religion – like they had with the Church of 

England. The Founding Fathers would have laughed 

themselves silly at even the thought that separating 

Church from State meant separating morality from law. 

They wanted a ‘moral’ nation, and they wanted laws 

which were just. In fact – they knew well that morality 

belonged in politics – to the extent that politics was, in 

their minds, little more than ‘morality’ applied to the 

public square.’  Morality, after all, is not a church. 

But time – and our corrupt selfish-interests – 

have managed to ‘morph’ the word ‘religion’ into the 

word ‘church’ – and to drop the foundational concept of 

morality all together - insidiously attempting to create 

what is a complete estrangement between government 

and morality: something never intended, and something 

which – quite simply - can’t be done. There is – as it 

should be - a prudent and practical distinction between 

the two. But, they’re not mutually-exclusive.  

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion 

– not freedom from religion – and speaks nothing of 

separating ‘morality’ from ‘law.’ The State is not - by law 

- to negatively influence the Church…but, the Church – in 

obedience to its Lord, is not relieved of its calling to 

positively influence the State. 

In Matthew, Jesus tells the church: ‘‘You are the 

salt of the earth; but if it’s lost its taste…it’s no longer 

good for anything…” And continues: “You are the light of 

the world - so let that light shine…” which is precisely the 

Church’s role in supporting a civilized culture because - 

for better or worse – every piece of legislation – in fact: 

the total of any system of government itself - is based on 

moral judgments. and who – but the Church – is there 

better to help guide that conversation? 

When the Founding Fathers built the 

Constitution, they faced competing belief systems of 

‘right’ and ‘wrong.’ One of those belief systems - for 

example - permitted slavery; others did not. Each side in 

the slavery debate knew they were legislating morality - 

they just wanted that morality to be theirs.  And, we’re 

no different today: people complain about laws 

infringing on their ‘freedoms’ only when the law in 

question is based on a moral code with which they 

disagree: abortion might be a good example - or the 

death penalty. When laws are passed that they dislike, 

you can’t shut them up. But, when their own morals – or 

better put: self-interests -are encoded in law – whether 

good for all or not – they say nothing. They want a sword 

that will cut others, but never themselves.  It’s our 

human nature – at it’s basest level.  

Example: prohibiting sexual harassment or 

discrimination: no feminist worth her salt has ever 

complained about that being an attempt to ‘legislate 

morality,’ have they? Yet, they’ll complain to high 

heavens when it comes to regulating abortion: some 

people favor abortion, but rail against the death penalty 
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– or vice versa. When it comes to legislated morality, 

however, “you can’t have your cake and eat it, too.” But, 

that’s what we always try to do – especially, it seems, in 

these “enlightened” times: when we seem ‘so eager to 

live by easy - but indefensible- half-truths that can’t stand 

up to rational critique.’ 

So, if you want a civilized – that is, a developed – 

society, legislating morality is not an option; it’s a 

inevitability. But, where - and how - do those making or 

enforcing the laws find the moral base from which to 

work? and how does that moral base inform their 

decision-making? 

Moral concepts just don’t appear at random in 

the universe apart from some kind of human construct 

and belief. Morality does not – cannot - exist in 

“quarantine” – it’s gotta’ come from somewhere.  And, 

where else better to access a moral system for 

governmental decisions that’s withstood the tests of 

time except through the Church? 

Justice, equity, fairness…compassion, wisdom, 

respect: characteristics that any thoughtful citizen wants 

from government: and they’re all moral categories – 

needful of being legislated into our law because our 

natural character isn’t enough to make us consistently 

act in those ways – and certainly too weak to hold us at 

bay. 

A ‘law – regardless its content or intent – does 

only 1 thing: it prohibits what is believed – morally – to 

be ‘bad’ behavior, and simultaneously promotes - in a 

‘codified’ way – the maintenance of a civilized society: 

shaping people’s beliefs, character, and actions.  

Among other things, Paul says in today’s Romans 

text is to: “Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast 

 to what is good, and outdo one another in showing 

honor.”  See much of any of that in politics today?  I 

don’t. And I think it’s because the Mainline Church has 

silenced itself – and those on the lunatic fringe of religion 

have become more and more boisterous. 

Paul continues: “live in harmony with one 

another; do not be haughty, but associate with the 

lowly; and don’t claim to be wiser than you are.” Those 

are all moral statements – but, don’t they also sound like  

the kind of nation in which you’d like to live? 

All laws - whether “prescriptive” or 

“prohibitive”- in some way legislate morality, and arise 

from some system of human values and beliefs: a system 

which says some things are good, and others, are bad – 

whether for the individual, or for the nation as a whole. 

the question is never about whether we’re legislating 

morality, but about which moral system is the one to be 

made legally binding. 

Whether laws are good or bad, they have an 

effect. The morality in the law, whatever it might be - 

tends to become the morality of the people, and shapes 

the national character - because civilized cultures are not 

founded on things like mere personal comfort, or on 

science and technology, or even on self-expression - but 

on virtue: both public and private. only on the foundation 

of courage, self-control, and self-denial can a good 

society be found and continue. the rule of law is 

absolutely essential to a civil society, and a just rule of 

law requires adherence to a strict moral code.  

And so, I ask again: if not for the Church: boldly 

advocating; courageously opposing; gently persuading – 

where will this moral construct come from?” Lobbyists? 

Hardly. Special interest groups? The Truth Fairy?  Where 

do those making the laws claim the moral base from 

which they work? I propose that it ought to be from the 

Church. 

All political questions are moral questions about 

“what things in life are worth having and preserving, and 

at what price?” And the Church has a responsibility – a 

Call - to be there to respond to those moral questions: to 

interject God’s voice in the cacophony of so many others 

competing to be heard. But, so many Christians today 

seem ‘dressed for deep-sea diving – but, end up only in 

the bathroom pulling the plug to drain the tub.’ 

Morally sound law spoken through the voice of 

the Church helps a nation distinguish right from wrong, 

innocence from guilt…justice from injustice. If the Church 

continues to abdicate its responsibility to clearly and 

lovingly articulate to the nation that which is good and 

compassionate and kind, we will soon be unable to raise  

a single compelling argument against evil… because we’ll 

no longer even recognize it when we see it. 

Dwight Eisenhower – years ago - said that “A 

platoon leader doesn't get his platoon to move by 

shouting, "I’m smarter. I’m bigger. I’m richer - and, 

besides: I’m the one in charge!” He gets the soldiers to 

go along with him because they want to - and because 

they believe in him.” That comes from morals – not ego. 

But, in what conservative columnist George Will 

recently called ‘America’s slow-motion barbarization’- 

“both politics and life have become impoverished, 

coarsened, and tawdry.” Together – as Christ’s Church – 

it’s our job to forget about unclogging the bathtub, and 

dive deep into the ocean: to make America 

compassionate again…respectful again…to make 

America kind again - or risk gaining the world – and losing 

our collective souls.  

I – for one – am not going to take that chance. 

Amen.
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