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PURPOSE: To offer guidance as to how followers of Jesus might respond in faith to the political
turmoil our nation is experiencing.  
______________________________________________________________________________

Earlier this week, I was developing a reasonably good sermon which explored
the meaning of our baptism in the light of Jesus’ baptism by John in today’s Gospel
lesson.  That sermon has some good stories and a bit of humor, which, in these days, I
thought would be good for us all.  I finished the rough draft of that sermon, except for
its conclusion, on Wednesday morning.  I had already chosen the hymns and written
the opening prayer to go along with the baptismal theme.  I was feeling pretty good
about what I had done and about myself for getting  that much completed so early in
the week.  

But then came the events of Wednesday afternoon, when a mob of people,
instigated by Donald Trump,  assaulted our nation’s capital building while Congress
was going through the mostly ceremonial task of certifying the Electoral College’s tally
of votes for the presidency.  I was driving when the assault began, so I heard about it
on my car radio.  But when I got home, I watched it on TV. I was outraged by what I
saw.  Along with that visible terror of a mob storming our capital building, Wednesday
also was a day for a less visible but more deadly terror: the United States recorded the
most COVID-19 deaths in one day since counting those deaths began.  

Right off, this question occurred to me: What is a gospel preacher supposed to
do in such a situation?  Is it appropriate to keep it out of the pulpit, or is it essential to
address it from the pulpit?  Let me share a personal conviction I’ve had about
preaching for many years: In my preaching, I tend to avoid addressing controversial
social and political issues in controversial ways.  This has been my practice for a
variety of reasons, most especially because I know that people come to worship seeking
the strengthening of our faith and the nourishing our love.   Bringing up the things that
divide us can get in the way of worship’s primary purpose.  That’s not to say I haven’t
had strong opinions on the issues that have plagued us over the years I have been a
parish pastor.  But I’ve used venues other than preaching for sharing my opinions.  

This situation, this assault combined with the continuing spread of the virus,
feels quite different to me.  With all my heart, I have come to believe that what is
happening in our country is crying out for a gospel word, a word offered from the
pulpit.  Oddly, the colleague from whom I have most often sought guidance  during this
tumultuous time in our world has been Rev. Menson Mpofu, the retired pastor of our
partner church in Zimbabwe.  It probably comes as no surprise to learn that our
partners in Zimbabwe have been closely following the impact of the pandemic on the
United States and the drama surrounding the election.  I reached out to him as to
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whether I should address what happened this week.  Let me read you a portion of his
response.  “I think the congregants need some guidance and direction from their clergy. 
The opportunity is this Sunday.  I encourage you to give hope to your congregation and
community as a result of what transpired on Wednesday.”  

So what is faith’s appropriate response to what’s happening in our country? 
What can a sermon do to offer guidance and hope in these dreadful times?  Let me
begin by debunking the idea that “religion and politics don’t mix.”  Anyone who thinks
that hasn’t read the Old Testament, especially the prophets, who were all about
denouncing unjust and idolatrous rulers and corrupt priests.  There certainly is a way
that religion and politics shouldn’t mix and that is the way our conservative Christian
brothers and sisters have aligned themselves with Trump in order to get judges
appointed who will agree with their opposition to abortion and equal rights for LGBTQ
persons.  That said, faith does have appropriate responses to social and political
situations.  

First of all, faith insists that we love our enemies.  Your idea of who your
enemies are may not be the same as mine, but Jesus expects us to love them, and to
“pray for those who persecute you, so that you will be children of your Father in
heaven.” (Matthew 5:42ff)    Whether our “enemies” are Trump’s base or Sanders
socialists, whether they’re affiliated with antifa or with the Proud Boys, faith calls us to
regard them as members of the family of humans, and no less citizens of this country
than we are.  This fundamental conviction reminds us that “love” does not require
“like.”  I very much dislike Mr. Trump’s behavior and actions.  But my faith insists that
I relate to him as a fellow human being, a person who, just like me, has “sinned and
fallen short of the glory of God.”  (Romans 3:23)  

Second, faith claims the right to address injustice in all its manifestations, and to
denounce political leaders who “do what is evil in the sight of the Lord.”  The history
of the ministry of Elijah and Elisha, Israel’s premier prophets, which is recorded at the
end of the Bible books of First Kings and the beginning of Second Kings, is all about
those two prophets denouncing corrupt political rulers.  The record of the kings who
ruled later, which you’ll find in the book we call Second Kings,  lists every king who
ruled both in Israel and Judah, two countries which had originally been one nation
under God, but who separated in a terrible civil war.  After stating how old each king
was when he began to rule, and how long he ruled, the record states whether that king
did what was evil, or what was right, in the sight of the Lord.  
Then, it describes what that king did which was right or evil.  

I believe that the Trump administration has done what was evil in the sight of the
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Lord, and it has perpetrated its evil with far more damaging consequences 
than any of those rulers which the biblical record denounces.  Faith expects the
followers of Jesus to denounce what people in power do which harms vulnerable
people and despoils the natural world and benefits the rich and powerful at the expense
of the poor.  

But faith cannot be all about denouncing injustice and exposing corruption. 
Faith has to be mostly about speaking and living the good news of God’s redeeming
love for the world made real in the gift of Jesus, and about speaking and living the
news of God’s approaching kingdom, where justice truly is for all, and peace prevails,
and humanity lives in harmony with the rest of God’s good creation. 

For one thing, faith refuses to put ultimate trust in political rulers.  Some of you
know that I have a daily devotional practice which includes chanting a Psalm and
prayerfully reflecting on it.  Wednesday morning, I chanted Psalm 20, titled, “A prayer
for the king’s victory in battle.”  That language turned out to be a weird match for the
events which took place later that day.  That Psalm contains this conviction:  “Some
trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God.”
(Psalm 20:7)  That affirmation of only trusting in God shows up often in our Bible.  Of
course we can support political leaders.  But faith rejects regarding them as ‘saviors.’ 
Only Jesus can save us.  Only God is ultimately sovereign, and our help is only in the
name of the Lord who made heaven and earth.  

Here’s another characteristic of faith: it knows how to look at truly terrible
events with a hope that stays steady, and with a confidence that God continues to work
for justice and peace, no matter how unjust and conflicted the world may be.  Our Bible
study group has been studying the book of Acts, which tells the story of the early
church.  Frequently, Acts recounts resistance against and persecution of the early
evangelists.  In the passage we studied this week, Paul and Barnabas “strengthened the
souls of the disciples and encouraged them to continue in the faith, saying, ‘It is
through many persecutions that we must enter the kingdom of God.’” (Acts 14:21-22) 
Christian faith knows that the true gospel of Jesus Christ will inevitably encounter
resistance and persecution.  The book of Acts goes so far as to assert that persecutions
resulted in the spread of the gospel.  When our situation seems hopeless, when trouble
and distress appears to be undoing us, that’s when God invites us to see how bad times
open up fresh possibilities for witnessing to the transforming power of the gospel.  

For me, the most important faith response to our current multiple crises is to
more intentionally become the Beloved Community, gathered around Jesus.  God has
always desired that the church which bears Christ’s name and shares his life would be
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in the world as an outpost of the Kingdom of God, as communities of faith who are
lights in the world, as gatherings of people whose way of being demonstrates the life
Christ wants for the whole human race.  

We are called to enter into a covenant relationship with Jesus and each other 
that is strong enough not to be broken by us disagreeing with each other as to what’s
broken in the world and how to fix it.  Our mission is to create and support a spiritual
space where everyone is safe, where people with opposing convictions about politics
and society are free to share their positions on our day’s great social issues without
scorn or judgement.  Rather than dismissing a fellow church member’s opinions
regarding what’s happening in the world,  we express curiosity about the positions and
perspectives of others.  We trust the bonds of our covenant to be sufficiently flexible as
to allow for the covenant partners to have widely varying positions regarding the
controversies and conflicts afoot in our world.  

So our response to the turmoil which engulfs us, our response to the
unprecedented political crisis facing us, is nothing more and nothing less than to be the
Church of Jesus Christ, to fulfill our mandate to be prophetic in our response to
arrogance and violence, and just as much, to fulfill our equally urgent mandate to be
pastoral, first of all to love each other, and to care for people who are suffering the
consequences of injustice.  

Our world is in terrible and terrifying crisis.  Our nation is deeply divided, and
our political leaders are part of the problem rather than part of the solution.  No less
than during any previous crisis, God simply wants Christ’s Church to be the Church, to
be known by our love for each other, and to demonstrate what it means to love both our
neighbor and our enemy.  We shrink from this high calling to our peril.  As we embrace
it, we experience the Holy Spirit giving us what we need to not be afraid, but to be
bold, and to shine the light of Christ in the world which God still loves, a world in
which God has given the Church of Jesus Christ what the world needs for healing and
for peace.  

My first sermon, the one exploring the meaning of our baptism, still lacks a
conclusion.  In a different way, a more important way, this sermon also lacks a
conclusion.  This sermon’s conclusion will be found in our practice of faith.  This
sermon’s conclusion will be found in our love for each other, for our neighbors, and for
our enemies, and in what we do to promote righteousness and mercy.  We are the
conclusion of this sermon.  May God give us the courage and the wisdom to be the
conclusion God wants for the world.  


