
From a CNN report on October 7th, 2011

A pastor of a mega church in Dallas said Friday that Republicans shouldn't vote for White House hopeful Mitt Romney because he's a Mormon and described the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as a "cult." 


"I think Mitt Romney's a good, moral man, but those of us who are born again followers of Christ should prefer a competent Christian," said Robert Jeffress, pastor of the First Baptist Church of Dallas, which has a congregation of about 10,000 and has long been considered a highly-influential church in evangelical circles.

"That's why I'm enthusiastic about Perry," Jeffress said, later adding: "I again believe that as Christian, we have the duty to select Christians as our leaders…Between a Rick Perry and a Mitt Romney, I believe evangelicals need to go with Rick Perry." 


But if it came down to a contest between Romney and President Barack Obama, Jeffress said he'd still vote for Romney, although holding his nose at the same time. 


"I would rather have a non-Christian who at least supports biblical principles than a professing Christian like Barack Obama who embraces unbiblical positions," he said. 

From the Wall Street Journal, Feb 2011, 


The U.S. government and some international Christian organizations are pressing Afghanistan to release two men who converted to Christianity, were arrested on apostasy charges, and could face the death penalty if convicted.

Afghan officials have been unapologetic. "The sentence for a convert is death and there is no exception," said Jamal Khan, chief of staff at the Ministry of Justice. "They must be sentenced to death to serve as a lesson for others." Apostasy is a capital crime in Afghanistan, where the constitution is based on Islamic law.

Both men have subsequently been released, due largely to intense international pressure.  If Afghanistan didn’t rely on international money and military support, these two men would probably be dead.  

Meanwhile in Iran, Pastor Youcef Nadarkhani awaits a final decision on his life.  Charged with apostasy in November 2010, he has been sentenced to hang for leaving the Muslim faith and becoming a Christian, holding church services in his home, and baptizing Christians.  Even though an appeals court ruled that he was not a Muslim at the age of majority (15-19), he must still recant or be executed because he abandoned the faith of his ancestors.  He has been promised leniency if he will renounce Christianity.


The idea for this sermon came when I read an article by Ronald Lindsay, CEO of the Council of Secular Humanism in a recent issue of Free Inquiry magazine.  He argues that a democratic, secular government (one not tied to or related to any religion) is the best government, even for religious people, because secularism respects and promotes human dignity.  He writes:

… Human dignity is predicated on our capacities, in particular our capacities to reason, to think for ourselves, to express ourselves, and to make decisions for ourselves.  In short, human dignity is predicated on our ability to be autonomous beings…. Human dignity requires the state to refrain from pressuring a person, directly or indirectly, to adopt a religious belief.


We live in a time when religion and politics mix quite readily.  Consider the first quote I read to you.  The views of Robert Jeffress are not as unusual as you might think.  Whether spoken out loud or not, Romney will have to answer for his religious views to many people.  Some will vote against him and for a professing Christian based solely or largely on his religion.  Others may vote against Romney because they consider Mormonism a cult, or merely illogical, and therefore Romney’s judgment becomes an issue.  His stand  on the issues becomes secondary at best; what matters most is his faith.  

This focus on Romney’s religious views is hardly new; religion and politics have been strongly linked since the rise of the Moral Majority movement.  Once the religiously conservative voting bloc got large enough, politicians sat up and took notice.  And while the numbers may be declining today, conservative religious voters cannot be ignored.  Consider President Obama.  There is no logical reason to think he would be opposed to same-sex marriage, based on his speeches and policies, yet prior to the election of 2008, he made in clear in a nationally televised debate that while he favored civil unions for same-sex couples, he opposed allowing them to marry.  In my opinion, this was nothing more than a carefully considered political stand, and probably one that went against his personal beliefs.  I’m not sure how many votes he might have lost had he come out in favor of same-sex marriage, but that had to have been part of the calculation.


But the danger of religion and politics doesn’t limit itself to political posturing in election campaigns.  In many parts of the world, lives hang in the balance.  In Afghanistan we are propping up an Islamic Republic that has no concept of religious freedom.  Rather, it is illegal to leave the Muslim faith, and the punishment is death.  I once had a discussion with Hamid, my interpreter, when I was in Afghanistan.  I tried to explain the concept of freedom of religion.  He was genuinely puzzled. Fortunately, I was writing a daily blog, so I recorded the words that evening, so I don’t have to try to remember them five years later.  Listen carefully to the reasoning of someone raised under an oppressive, religious government.  This discussion took place, as so many did, over lunch: 

     Hamid leaned forward as he does when he wants to launch into a Deep Discussion.

     “Sir, what is life?”

     “Come on Hamid, you can’t ask me that.  You have to be more specific.  What are you looking for here?”

     “But, Sir, I am serious.  What is life?”

     Sigh.  I gave it a shot.  Hamid would tell me where this was going soon enough.  “Life is the sum total of all your experiences, everything you see, hear, touch, taste, and so on.  Am I warm?”

     “To me, this life is a test from God.  My real life starts after I die.”

     “That’s not much different from many other religions,” I commented.

     Here we entered into a long discussion of the beliefs of major religions.  Try explaining the Trinity or the atonement to a Muslim who has never heard of these concepts.  You might as well try explaining quantum physics.  It was, however, a very enjoyable discussion.

     Hamid concluded by saying, “I wish I knew the Qur’an better.  Maybe then you would become a Muslim.”

     “Hamid, I will never become a Muslim.  Do you know why?  I believe everyone should have the right to believe whatever they want, to worship any way they please.  The Qur’an teaches that infidels like me must either convert to Islam, or submit to Muslims, or be executed.”

     Hamid shook his head.  “The Qur’an does not teach that.”

     “Hamid, how would you know? You’ve never read the Qur’an.  You only know what your mullah teaches you.  In this country, if a Muslim wanted to convert to another religion, the government would throw them in jail and execute them, right?”

     “Yes,” he acknowledged.

     “Do you have any idea how angry this makes Americans?  The freedom to worship any way you wish is the most important principle in the founding of our country.  Remember last year when you had that man here who stated that he had converted to Christianity, and many wanted to execute him?”

     “You mean the man who ended up going to Italy?” asked Hamid.

     “Yes.  That story was everywhere in America.  People wanted to know why we were supporting a country that acted this way.” I paused and looked him in the eye.  “Most Muslim countries are the same.  They force people to believe a certain way.  I want no part of that.  So don’t blame yourself; I will never become a Muslim.  It doesn’t mean I hate Muslims, since clearly we are friends.  But I will never believe this is God’s will.”

     Hamid really seemed to be pondering this one.  I doubt anyone had ever made him think about things this way.

     “So you don’t believe what the Prophet has said?” he asked.

     “I haven’t met the Prophet, and neither have you.  You and I don’t know what he said. You only know what men have told you the Prophet said.  I don’t care what men say to me in the name of God. You are talking about believing something based on faith.  Most religions require their people to have faith.”

     “But it is not faith for us.  The Qur’an wrote itself, and is God’s Word.”

     “How do you know?  Were you there?” I countered.

     “But this is what the Prophet said,” protested Hamid.

     “How do you know that either?  Did he speak to you? All you know is what men say he said.”

     Yes, I really am this annoying.  I still marvel that Hamid wants to talk to me.

     “See, you have faith that the Qur’an is the eternal word of God, but you have no proof.  Most other religions also require this kind of faith.  They all like to say it’s based on evidence, but if you start asking the hard questions, ultimately you have to take it on faith.  In this sense Islam is much like all other beliefs.”

     To his credit, Hamid did not change the subject.  We kept plowing on, and so we came to the topic of Hell.

     “Hamid, does it bother you that according to Islam, all infidels go to Hell for eternity?
      He looked puzzled.  “What is an infidel?”

     “You’re kidding.  You don’t know what an infidel is?” 

     “No, Sir, I don’t know.”

     This surprised me. “An unbeliever, a non-Muslim.  We all go to hell for eternity.  Does that bother you?”

     “Oh, it’s not for eternity.  You are punished for your evil, then you go to Paradise.”

     “Wali (another of our interpreters) says it’s for eternity.  If I don’t become a Muslim, I’ll spend eternity in Hell.”

     “Well, that would be true for people who aren’t Muslims,” he acknowledged.  Sometimes we have these strange miscommunications.

     “Hamid, I’m not a Muslim.  I’ll be in Hell for eternity if you are right.  Does that bother you?”

     He looked uncomfortable.

     “And there are many branches of Christianity that believe in Hell too, and if they are correct, you and all your fellow Muslims will be in Hell forever.  I used to believe that too, but I don’t anymore.  I can’t believe God will send all of you to Hell.  It doesn’t make sense to me.  You certainly don’t deserve to be tortured for eternity.”

     Once again Hamid was thinking hard.  I added, “You have to understand, there are many Christians who don’t believe in Hell, and don’t believe you are all going there.  There are many different types of Christians.  I’m just telling you about the beliefs of some.”  

     When we headed out, Hamid was in good spirits.  “You ask very hard questions.  I have never heard questions like this before.  This idea that people should not be forced to believe something, I have never heard this.  And proof and faith, this is good too.  I must talk to my mullah about this.”

 
That was not the end of the discussion.  Later, Hamid told me that Afghanistan could not have freedom of religion.  It was the government’s role and responsibility to make people remain Muslim, so that they would not go to hell for leaving Islam.

It is fair to say that Hamid has a rudimentary understanding of Islam at best.  Even his fellow interpreters pointed out that many of the things he said were erroneous.  But whether accurate or not, this does fully reflect what he believed, and how he viewed his government and his religion.  With this mindset, where is there room for human dignity?  Where is there room for the free and responsible search for truth and meaning, one of our Unitarian Universalist principles?


But the threat to our liberty doesn’t just come from one religion.  Many of us can remember the days when no stores were open on Sundays.  This was a direct reflection of the belief that Sunday was the Christian Sabbath, and no work should be done that day.  Homosexuality used to be illegal, and punishable with prison.  In the early days of our country, there are many examples of places where church attendance was mandatory.  Taxes were used to support one religious view.  Today science is threatened in areas like stem cell research and the teaching of evolution.  Our country is not quite a secular democracy.  Consider this: we have never had an atheist elected president.  Very few atheists win any elections.  True, many may live as though their religion was irrelevant to them, but they always claim a religion.  Declaring oneself to be an atheist would be political suicide.  

The role of government is not to favor one religion over another.  It is not to subversively pass laws that tacitly support one religion.  It is not to make our country a God-fearing nation again, or to instill traditional family values.  The role of our government is to protect our religious liberty, our freedom of conscience, and our right to practice or not practice the faith of our choosing.  Period.  

When politicians tell us we need to turn back to God, or pray because the problems we face are too big for us, it is time to be concerned.  Individuals, congregations, religions may say these things and believe these things, but the role of government is to remain neutral on religion.  It is absolutely essential that small minority religious groups, even those that may seem bizarre to the majority, be allowed religious freedom.

This brings me to my final point.  I pulled no punches discussing the dangers of religion in our world.  Whether it be oppressive fundamentalist Christianity or fundamentalist Islam, one other role of government to ensure that our secular laws are followed, regardless of religious belief.  Freedom of religion is not freedom to commit crimes.  No religion in our country has the right to force anyone to believe a certain way, or to physically punish those who leave the faith.  The role of a secular government should be to ensure that all people abide by our laws, regardless of their beliefs.  No religion gets favoritism.  No religion gets a free pass.  

This is why battles are fought almost every year over things like a government-funded manger scene.  It is not the role of government to promote Christianity over other religions.  And as silly as the news coverage may get each year, as commentators scream about the war on Christmas, there is an underlying principle that we must acknowledge.  The government is not supposed to be supporting or endorsing religion.  Rather, it ensures freedom of religion for all, and favoritism for none.


Unitarian Universalists should be grateful for this country.  With all its flaws, and many things in our history to regret, we are fortunate to live in a country which has as the first amendment to its constitution these words:
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 the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

Today as we gather, we are protected by the first amendment.  We are free to peaceably assemble and we are free to exercise our religion, one that is practiced by a very small minority of United States citizens.  We make up .0006% of the US population, and .00004% of the world’s population.  If everyone in Coffee County was a UU, along with Franklin, Bedford, Warren, and Moore counties, you would have a number very close to the number of all the UUs in the United States!  

And yet, small in number though we are, we are protected by the laws of our country.  We are protected by a government that may not make a law respecting the establishment of a religion, and it may not prohibit the free exercise of a religion.  This secular government, far from being a threat to religions, is a blessing to and a protector of religions.  

So the next time you hear someone complaining about our secular government, point out how fortunate we are.  Our secular government is the best thing to happen to religion in this country, and though it may seem ironic, people should thank whatever deity or deities they believe in for a government that stays out of religion.  And we should be thankful for the freedom to assemble here, free from worry and harassment, and to worship as we please.  It is a blessing far too many people in the world do not experience.  May we always be greatful.
Amen and blessed be
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