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In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love
Religious Liberty

On the 29th of this month Jim Graham will leave for the country of Azerbaijan; it will be Jim’s second trip to that country.  If we were in the country of Azerbaijan we would find worship to be very difficult.  Azerbaijan is a country where it is difficult to worship as a Christian because Christians are a tiny minority, comprising only 3% of the population (this according to the United States Department of State web site – the link is – http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2001/5545.htm) and as such find a great deal of opposition.  In Azerbaijan, if you are a Christian business owner, you live with the fear of your business being destroyed.  In Azerbaijan, if you are a Christian pastor, you live with the fear of arrest.  In Azerbaijan, to live as a Christian is to live with the knowledge that your religious freedom is often limited and your safety threatened.

This morning, here in America, we gather in this place to worship with no fear of reprisal – we do not have to fear a loss of job, a loss of career, a loss of business, and most certainly we do not have to fear for our lives.  In many parts of our world, though, all of those are very real possibilities – even the possibility of losing your life – simply because of attending a worship service.  

Because our country guarantees religious liberty we can gather here today and worship God; or not.  The same religious liberty that allows us to gather here in freedom today allows others to drive or walk by this or any other house of worship without so much as a second look or a shrug of the shoulders.  And, ironically, some of those who simply walk or drive by with little or no acknowledgement of our presence will be those who bear the name of Christian.


This morning we conclude our series of messages – In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love – with a message on Religious Liberty.  I began this series because of my belief that we should affirm those elements of our faith that unite us together and I titled it In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love out of recognition of the fact that we do not always agree on things.  We live in such a fractured and divided world and as the body of Christ we must demonstrate the ability to rise above division and brokenness.  Having different perspectives and a variety of opinions is one of the most normal parts of being human; how we handle those differences in opinions and perspectives is one of the most important parts of being Christian. 

Because one person’s opinion may be another person’s essential, Baptist have always been careful to have confessions of faith rather than creeds.  A confession of faith is an expression of the common beliefs of our faith that we all voluntarily acknowledge and accept; a creed is an instrument that allows a group to exclude or punish those who will not believe how they are told to believe.  Creeds are always tempting because they appear to be so easy; they seem so preferable to the difficulties and complications of diversity, but creeds always carry the danger of trampling on and destroying the freedom of the human conscience and robbing people of their religious liberty.

Let’s read what the Baptist Faith and Message has to say about Religious Liberty – 


God alone is the Lord of the conscience, and He has left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men which are contrary to His Word or not contained in it.  Church and state should be separate.  The state owes to every church protection and full freedom in the pursuit of its spiritual ends.  In providing for such freedom no ecclesiastical group or denomination should be favored by the state more than others.  Civil government being ordained by God, it is the duty of Christians to render loyal obedience thereto in all things not contrary to the revealed will of God.  The church should not resort to the civil power to carry on its work.  The gospel of Christ contemplates spiritual means alone for the pursuit of its ends.  The state has no right to impose taxes for the support of any form of religion.  A free church in a free state is the Christian ideal, and this implies the right of free and unhindered access to God on the part of all men, and the right to form and propagate opinions in the sphere of religion without interference by the civil power.
Genesis 1:27; 2:7; Matthew 6:6-7, 24; 16:26; 22:21; John 8:36; Acts 4:19-20; Romans 6:1-2; 13:1-7; Galatians 5:1, 13; Philippians 3:20; I Timothy 2:1-2; James 4:12; I Peter 2:12-17; 3:11-17; 4:12-19.

Our New Testament passage this morning shows us that questions relating to religious liberty have been with us for a long time.  In an attempt to trap Jesus, a group of Pharisees presented Jesus with what they believed was an unanswerable dilemma.  They asked Jesus about one of the most controversial political questions of the day – whether or not the Jewish people should be forced to pay a poll-tax to Caesar.  The question seemed unanswerable because either answer Jesus offered would place him in jeopardy.  If he opposed the poll tax he would be accused of insurrection and opposition to the Romans; if he supported the tax he would be viewed as a traitor to his own people.  Jesus, of course, saw through their plan and gave an answer that illustrated a greater truth than his opponents could recognize.  Jesus asked for a coin, not just because he needed to give them an object lesson but by carrying the Roman coins his opponents were revealed as those who had already accepted the economy of Rome.  Asking them whose likeness and inscription appeared on the coin further proved the point when they answered that it was Caesar’s image and inscription, once again bringing them to the admission that they had already accepted Caesar’s dominion over them.  Then Jesus simply said Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s; and to God the things that are God’s (Matthew 22:21).

It would be helpful if Jesus had gone into more detail about which things belong to Caesar and which belong to God.  He did, though, remind us that we are citizens of two kingdoms, and as I said last week there is tension between those kingdoms.  We should not fear the fact that we live as citizens of two kingdoms; instead, we should learn how to live within that tension.  The question of religious liberty is one that begins with the recognition that we live as citizens of two kingdoms, and our citizenship in both kingdoms should compel us to seek religious liberty not only for ourselves but for all people.

Here is what I believe are the great gifts and responsibilities of religious liberty – 
1.  Religious liberty is a hard-won freedom.


There are some names we should know.  We should know the name of Roger Williams, one of our great Baptist forbearers.  Williams was a graduate of Cambridge University and in order to receive his degree he was compelled to sign a document acknowledging that the king of England was the head of the church and that the official creed of the church was true doctrine.

(H. Leon McBeth, The Baptist Heritage, Nashville: Broadman Press, 1987, p. 125)

Williams left England and came to this country in search of religious freedom but found that things weren’t always better here as religious liberty was yet to find its fullest expression.  Williams found opposition and persecution from the churches in Massachusetts Bay Colony and left, eventually founding what became Rhode Island Colony.  Believing it was the providence of God that led him to the land that would become Rhode Island, Williams gave that name to a town that he founded – Providence.


John Leland and Elijah Craig are names we should know as well.  Leland and Craig were pastors who were jailed for preaching without governmental approval.  Though in prison, they continued to preach through the windows of their jail cells.  One of those who heard Craig preaching from his jail cell was a young James Madison.  Madison was so moved by the power of this man preaching from jail that he never forgot what he heard and saw.  Later in life, and in large part because of his hearing Craig preach through prison bars, Madison became one of our nation’s strongest proponents of religious liberty and later introduced the Bill of Rights.  We can rightly wonder how different life in our country would be if not for James Madison and his insistence upon a constitutional amendment guaranteeing the freedom of worship.
2.  To be free, one’s conscience must be free.

Patrick Henry, the namesake of our county, powerfully and rightly said Give me liberty or give me death.  Man can survive without liberty but in doing so he does not truly live.  To be truly free one must have a free conscience.  Thomas Jefferson wrote that …Almighty God hath created the mind free, and manifested his supreme will that free it shall remain by making it altogether insusceptible of restraint; that all attempts to influence it by temporal punishments, or burthens, or by civil incapacitations, tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness, and are a departure from the plan of the holy author of our religion, who being lord both of body and mind, yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either, as was in his almighty power to do, but to extend it by the influence of reason alone.  

(Thomas Jefferson, “A Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom,” 1777.  Boyd, Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 2:545.  Quoted in The Founders On Religion:  A Book of Quotations, edited and introduced by James H. Hutson, pp. 135-136).


Jefferson was certainly correct.  If God has not chosen to force us into belief or obedience then it would be wrong of us to force anyone into belief.  Too many times in Christian history we find tragic and sometimes violent attempts to coerce people into belief or into a correct form of belief.  Paul writes in Galatians 5:1 that It was for freedom that Christ set us free.  Paul knew firsthand the tyranny and oppression of those who sought to rob others of their freedom of conscience, and he was willing to suffer persecution and eventual execution rather than to yield to those who sought to rob him of his freedom.
3.  Religious liberty is for all people.


John Adams once said Baptists could as easily expect a change in the solar system as to hope Massachusetts would give up its established church.

(Bynum Shaw, Divided We Stand - The Baptists In American Life, Durham, North Carolina: Moore Publishing Co., 1974, p. 65)

Baptists were often coerced into accepting state churches that were common in the early years of our nation and it is our heritage as Baptists that we seek religious liberty for all, not just a few, and not just for those in power or in the majority.

This is the real test of religious liberty – the willingness to offer it to all people.  When the Puritans came to this country they came in search of religious liberty.  Finding that liberty, they failed to ensure it for others.  As sometimes happens, the oppressed became the oppressors. 


If we do not guard the religious liberty of others then we cannot guarantee our own religious liberty.  Even though seven years have now passed since the attacks of 9/11, the horror of that day is still fresh enough in our minds to understand why President Bush was criticized for condemning the rising anti-Muslim sentiment in our country after those attacks.  But President Bush was right to condemn that sentiment.  He reminded us that while those attacks were committed by a group of Muslims they did not represent all Muslims, and while it is proper and necessary to enforce the rule of law, we cannot allow the emotions of fear and suspicion to move us to take away the religious liberty of a group, even when we vigorously disagree with their theology.  When the religious liberty of one group is compromised, it is only a matter of time before our religious liberty may be compromised as well.  As the German pastor Martin Neimoller famously said, 
In Germany, they came first for the Communists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Communist; 

And then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade unionist; 

And then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew; 

And then . . . they came for me . . . And by that time there was no one left to speak up.

It is our responsibility to defend not only our religious liberty, but the religious liberty of all people. 

4.  Religious liberty will always be a fragile freedom.


In Leon McBeth's book, The Baptist Heritage, he writes that in our time there is some evidence that suggests that Baptist commitment to religious liberty might be weakening. Baptists who bore the scars of religious persecution struggled to achieve religious liberty; it remains to be seen whether Baptists who live in comfort can preserve it.

I hope McBeth is wrong, but I suspect he is at least partially correct.  In our comfort we can easily forget that our religious liberty was purchased by men and women willing to endure persecution, imprisonment, and all manner of difficulties.  Just as we can never forget that our political liberties were purchased at such a great price, we must never forget that our religious liberty was purchased at a great price as well.  Our Baptist forbearers were seen as rabble-rousers and agitators because they constantly championed the cause of religious liberty.  They were the ones who kept constant vigil over any and all threats to our fundamental right to worship when, where, and how we choose.  We cannot assume that because we now have religious liberty we will always have religious liberty.  Religious liberty will always be a fragile freedom, because some people fear it.  They fear religious liberty because they are frightened by freedom.  They are frightened by freedom because people may not always do what we want them to do.  


But freedom without religious liberty is not true freedom.  We must be ever on guard to protect religious liberty not only for ourselves, but for all people.  To quote the apostle Paul again, It was for freedom that Christ set us free (Galatians 5:1).  May we give constant thanks to God for the gift of liberty, and may we be ever diligent in working to assure that liberty is guaranteed to all humanity.
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