
SUNDAY ) JULY 6J 1986 

''ON BEING A PATRIOTIC CHRISTIAN'' 

LUKE 20:21-26 

PATRIOTIC FEELINGS HAVE BEEN RUNNING STRONG 

THIS PAST WEEK AS WE CELEBRATE THE 4TH OF 

JULY) AND ALSO THE 100TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 

STATUTE OF LIBERTY WHICH HAS BEEN COMPLETELY 

RENOVATED. 

PERSONALLY) I LOVE SUCH CELEBRATIONS, I AM 

DEEPLY MOVED BY BANDS PLAYING AND FLAGS FLYING. 

As A YOUNG PERSON) I MARCHED IN MANY PARADES 

IN THE SMALL TOWN WHERE I GREW UP BECAUSE 
. 

THE HIGH SCHOOL BAND OF WHICH I WAS A MEMBER 

WAS THE ONLY BAND IN TOWN AND WE LED EVERY 

PARADE) NOT ONLY ON THE 4TH OF JULY ) BUT ON 

OTHER OCCASIONS AS WELL, 

THE STATUE OF LIBERTY IS A POWERFUL SYMBOL, 

BY OPENING ITS DOORS TO THE HUNGRY AND OPPRESSED 

PEOPLES OF THE WORLD) THE UNITED STATES INCREASED 

ITS POPULATION FROM 50 MILLION) 100 YEARS 

AGOJ TO 227 MILLION IN 1980) AND WE HAVE BEEN 

STRONG ENOUGH TO BRING THE NEW WORLD TO THE 
. 

. 

RESCUE OF THE OLD IN THE TWO GREAT CHALLENGES 
- . 

OF THIS CENTURY TO WESTERN CIVILIZATION, 

BUT AS WE ALL KNOW) PATRIOTISM IS MORE THAN 

A FEELING OR AN EMOTION, IT IS MORE THAN 



TEARS IN OUR EYES WHEN THE STAR SPANGLED 

BANNER IS PLAYED OR SUNG. IT IS MORE THAN 

SAYING THE PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE TO TH£ FLAG. 

AND LIBERTY ISJ MORE THAN EVERJ ABLE TO DO 

WHAT WE WANT ANY TIME WE WANT, I N  FACTJ 

LIBERTY NEVER STANDS ALONEJ BUT ALWAYS MUST 
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BE CONNECTED OR PAIRED WITH A COMPANION VALUE; 

LIBERTY AND MORALITY; LIBERTY AND LAW; LIBERTY 

AND JUSTICE; LIBERTY AND THE COMMON GOOD; 

LIBERTY AND CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY, 

So THIS MORNINGJ LET'S LOOK AGAIN AT THIS 

QUESTION OF LIB�RTY AND ITS RELATION TO 

PATRIOTISM AND HOW IT IS RELATED TO OUR 

CHRISTIAN FAITH, 

I WANT TO BEGIN BY REFERRING TO THE PASSAGE 

WHICH WAS READ EARLIER FROM THE GOSPEL OF 

LUKE. 

THE OPPONENTS OF JESUS HAD ASKED.HIM A TRICKY 

QUESTION: "SHOULD WE JEWS PAY TAXES TO THE 
. . . 

ROMANS WHO OCCUPY AND RULE US AND OUR COUNTRY?" 

I N  OTHER WORDSJ SHOULD WE  IN EFFECT BE SUPPORTING 

AN ENEMY GOVERNMENT? THEY MIGHT HAVE ADDEDJ 

"Is IT THE PATRIOTIC THING TO no?" AND IT 

WAS NOT ONLY A POLITICAL QUESTIONJ IT WAS 

ALSO A RELIGIOUS QUESTION, Is IT RIGHT FOR 
. . 

RELIGIOUS PEOPLE WHO CLAIM GOD AS OUR ULTIMATE 

AUTHORITY TO ALSO SUPPORT AN EARTHLY GOVERNMENT 

OR KING? 

I T  WAS A PARTICULARLY TOUCHY QUESTION. THEY 
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HOPED TO TRAP JESUS WITH HIS ANSWER. SOME 

OF HIS FOLLOWERS HAD STRONG NATIONALISTIC 

HOPES AND ANY COOPERATION WITH THE ROMANS 

COULD BE SEEN AS BEING DISLOYAL TO HIS OWN 

PEOPLE. ON THE OTHER HAND, IF JESUS ANSWERED) 

nDo NOT PAY TAXES TO ROME,
n 

HE COULD LAND 

IN THE HANDS OF ROME ON THE CHARGE OF TREASON. 

FURTHERMORE, AS WE ALL KNOW, THE QUESTION 

OF HOW MUCH TAX WE SHOULD PAY AND TO WHOM 

IT SHOULD BE PAID, AND WHAT SHO-ULD BE TAXED 

AND AT WHAT RATE, IS MOST OF THE TIME A TOUCHY 

QUESTION. IT IS THAT EVEN FOR US WHO ARE 

NOT OCCUPIED BY AN ENEMY POWER. 

SINCE TAX MONEY IS BASICALLY USED TO SUPPORT 

AND RUN THE GOVERNMENT AND THE SERVICES IT 

PROVIDES, THE QUESTION OF TAXATION LEADS TO 

AN EVEN MORE BASIC QUESTION FOR CHRISTIANS) 

NAMELY, "WHAT SHOULD BE THE ATTITUDE OF 

CHRISTIANS TOWARD GOVERNMENT AND THE NATION 

OF WHICH WE ARE CITIZENS? WHAT KIND OF 

PATRIOTISM IS APPROPRIATE FOR THE CHRISTIANS?n 

THE ANSWER WHICH JESUS GAVE IN THIS STORY 

FROM LUKE'S GOSPEL GIVES US SOME GUIDANCE. 

LET'S LOOK AT IT MORE CLOSELY AND SEE WHAT 

ITS IMPLICATIONS ARE FOR US TODAY. 

1. JESUS SAID, "RENDER TO CAESAR THE THINGS 

THAT ARE CAESAR'S. " HE WAS.SAYING, AMONG 
. . 

. . . . 

OTHER THINGS) THAT THERE ARE SOME ROUTINE, 

PRACTICAL MATTERS THAT HAVE TO BE TAKEN CARE 



OF IN THIS LIFE. I N  ORDER THAT LIFE MAY HAVE 
. . . 

SOME ORDER 1 AND SO T HAT VERY BASIC LIBERTIES 

CAN BE HAD J IN EVERY SOCIETY THERE MUST BE 

SOME KIND OF CIVIL AND POLITICAL AUTHORITY. 

SOME KIND OF GOVERNMENT IS NECESSARY. 

OF COURSE) SOME AUTHORITIES ARE BETTER THAN 
. . 

OTHERS. GOVERNMENT CAN BE OPPRESSIVE. IN 

OUR KIND OF GOVERNMENT) IT IS A CONTINUING 
. 

. 

DEBATE AS TO WHAT IS THE PROPER ROLE OF 

GOVERNMENT, AND THAT DEBATE WILL ALWAYS BE 

NECESSARY. HOWEVER) THE POI.NT THAT JESUS 

WAS MAKING BY IMPLICATION IS THAT OVER ALLJ 

AS FAR AS GOVERNMENT IS CONCERNED) WE ARE 
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TO HAVE A POSITIVE ATTITUDE TOWARD THE ORDER­

CREATING FUNCTIONS OF CIVIL GOVERNMENTJ BECAUSE 

IN AND THROUGH SUCH FUNCTIONS) THE PROVIDENCE 

OF GOD IS AT WORK PRESERVING ESSENTIAL 

CONDITIONS FOR HUMAN LIFE, 

. 
. 

WITHOUT GOVERNMENTJ EVEN BAD GOVERNMENT� 
. . . . 

SOCIETY WOULD FALL INTO ANARCHY AND THE 

WARNING AGAINST ANARCHY BECAUSE OF THE 

UNRULINESS AND GREED OF HUMAN BEINGS IS ONE 

OF THE MOST PERSISTENT THEMES IN ALL CHRISTIAN 

THINKING ABOUT THE STATE OR GOVERNMENT IN 

GENERAL. 

. ' 

"RENDER TO CAESAR T HE THINGS THAT ARE CAESAR's.n 

SOME ORDER) SOME GOVERNMENTJ IS ALWAYS NECESSARY. 
. 

. � . . . . . 

WE NEED REFEREES IN OUR COMMON LIFE TOGETHERa 
. . . . 

WE NEED POLICE OFFICERS) FIRE FIGHTERS} 

LEGISLATURES J COURTS TO SETTLE DISPUTES IN 

AN ORDERLY FASHION AND MUCH MORE. WE NEED 

•. 



C 
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SOME WAY OF ORGANIZING OUR LIFE TOGETHER • 

REINHOLD NIEBUHR LIKED TO SAY, "OUR HUMAN 

CAPACITY FOR JUSTICE MAKES DEMOCRACY POSSIBLE; 

OUR HUMAN CAPACITY FOR INJUSTICE MAKES DEMOCRACY 

NECESSARY. " 

So WHEN JESUS SAID1 "RENDER TO CAESAR THE 

THINGS THAT ARE CAESAR
1
S1" IT WAS HIS WAY 

OF SAYING THAT LOYALTY TO COUNTRY1 SUPPORT 

OF GOVERNMENT THROUGH TAXES AND IN OTHER WAYS1 

IS AN ORDINARY RELIGIOUS RESPONSIBILITY. 

IN OUR KIND OF GOVERNMENT THIS PLACES A SPECIAL 

RESPONSIBILITY ON ALL OF US1 FOR IN THE DEEPEST 

SENSE WE ARE THE GOVERNMENT, Too OFTEN WE 

TALK ABOUT THE GOVERNMENT AS "THEY1" OR AS 

IF THE GOVERNMENT IS THE OPPOSITION1 BUT 

IN THESE UNITED STATES) WE ARE THE GOVERNORS 

AND THE GOVERNED. THUS OUR SYSTEM PROVIDES 

CHANNELS FOR THE RESOLUTION OF OUR CONFLICTS 

IN PEACEABLE WAYS AND IT ALSO PROVIDES WAYS 

FOR CHANGING AND CHALLENGING THE RULES WHICH 

GOVERN US. 

I N  OUR KIND OF GOVERNMENT> THEREFORE� CHRISTIAN 

PATRIOTISM MEANS WORKING IN AND THROUGH THE 

CHANNELS THAT ARE PROVIDED, THUS WE SEE MANY 

MEMBERS OF THIS CONGREGATION1 FOR EXAMPLEJ 

ACTIVE IN BOTH POLITICAL PARTIES AND ACTIVE 

IN MANY OTHER VOLUNTEER ASSOCIATIONS WHICH 

AFFECT OUR COMMON LIFE TOGETHER. 

I PERSONALLY THINK IT IS UNFORTUNATE THAT 

-



THERE IS A TENDENCY IN THIS COUNTRY TO LOOK 

DOWN ON POLITICS AS A RATHER DUBIOUS FIELD 

OF ACTIVITY. To BE ACTIVE IN POLITICS AND 

TO BE A POLITICIAN IN THE BEST SENSE OF THAT 
. . � . 

WORD IS A HIGH CALLING, To WITHDRAW FROM 

POLITICS IS TO WITHDRAW FROM AN ESSENTIAL 

AREA OF CHRISTIAN RESPONSIBILITY. "RENDER 

TO CAESAR THE THINGS THAT ARE CAESAR'S. " 
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2. BUT JESUS SAID MORE THAN "RENDER TO CAESAR 

THE THINGS THAT ARE CAESAR'SJ" HE ALSO SAID, 

"RENDER TO Goo THE THINGS THAT ARE Goo's. " 

AND THAT'S THE PART OF HIS QUOTATION WE 

FREQUENTLY FORG-ET. OUR BIGGEST TEMPTATION 

IS TO RENDER TO CAESAR THE THINGS THAT ARE 

GOD'S. 

FOR EXAMPLE, ONE OF THE MOST TEMPTING IDOLS 

FOR PEOPLE IN ANY AGE IS THE WORSHIP OF ONE'S 

NATION. THIS WAS TRUE IN OLD TESTAMENT TIMES 
. 

. 

. 

. 

AND IT'S BEEN TRUE IN EVERY TIME AND PLACE. 

To BE PATRIOTIC DOES NOT MEAN THAT WE MAKE 
. . 

THE NATION OR THE POLITICAL PARTY OUR GODw 

. . . . 

CHRISTIAN PATRIOTISM IS CRITICAL PATRIOTISM. 

FOR EXAMPLE, IT IS NOT TRUE PATRIOTISM OF 

ANY KIND, SECULAR OR CHRISTIANJ TO SAY LIKE 

THE BUMPER STICKER WE USED TO SEE SO OFTENJ 
• + • • • • 

"AMERICA, LOVE IT OR LEAVE IT," THE STICKER 

USUALLY IMPLIED THAT ANY CRITICISM OF OUR 

COUNTRY WAS DISLOYAL. I F  YOU LOVE YOUR 
. 

. 

CHILDREN, DOES THAT MEAN YOU ARE NEVER 

CRITICAL OF WHAT THEY ARE DOING? MATURE LOVE 
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IS NOT BLIND. MATURE LOVE SEEKS TO IMPROVE 

THAT WHICH IT LOVES. 

THE POINT IS THE STATE OR NATION CAN TOO 

EASILY BECOME ABSOLUTE AND THE ABSOLUTE STATE 

OR NATION WITH ITS CLAIM TO BE THE SOURCE 

OF TRUTH) THE ONLY DETERMINER OF THE PURPOSES 

OF SOCIETY) AND THE JUDGE OF CULTUREJ IS AN 

ENEMY OF CHRIST IN ANY AGE. WHEN A NATION 

BECOMES ABSOLUTE) IT MUST EITHER DENY GOD'S 

EXISTENCE OR SEEK TO MAKE GOD OVER INTO ITS 

OWN IMAGE. I T  MUST THEN SEEK EITHER TO DESTROY 

THE CHURCH OR DOMESTICATE IT FOR ITS OWN PURPOSES, 

FURTHERMORE) ANY TIME A POLITI-CAL MOVEMENT 

OR NATION IS CONVINCED THAT IT HAS THE FINAL 

SOLUTION FOR HUMANITY'S PROBLEMS AND THAT) 
. . 

IF GIVEN POWER) IT CAN PUT THAT SOLUTION INTO 

EFFECT) IT HAS A RATIONALIZATION FOR ANY 

RUTHLESS AND TYRANNICAL SHORTCUTS IN ORDER 

TO GAIN POWER AND MAINTAIN POWER. THIS VERY 

OPTIMISM ABOUT ITS SOCIAL SCHEME GOES WITH 

A BLINDNESS TO ITS OWN TEMPTATION AS A MOVEMENT 

TO MISUSE POWER AND A BLINDNESS TO THE REALITIES 

OF ITS OWN CORRUPTION. THIS IS THE TRAG�DY 

OF COMMUNISM AND OF ANY TOTALITARIAN MOVEMENT. 

C. S. LEWIS ONCE WROTE) "OF ALL TYRANNIES) 
. . . . 

A TYRANNY EXERCISED FOR THE GOOD OF ITS VICTIMS 
. 

. . 

MAY BE THE MOST OPPRESSIVE. I T  MAY BE BETTER 

TO LIVE UNDER ROBBER-BARONS THAN UNDER 
. . 

OMNIPOTENT MORAL BUSYBODIES. THE ROBBER-

BARONS CRUELTY MAY SOMETIMES SLEEP; HIS 
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CUPIDITY AT SOME POINT BE SATIATED; BUT THOSE 

WHO TORMENT US FOR OUR OWN GOOD) WILL TORMENT 

US WITHOUT END) FOR THEY DO SO WITH THE 

APPROVAL OF THEIR OWN CONSCIENCE, " 

"RENDER TO GOD THE THINGS THAT ARE Gan's." 

PERHAPS THE GREATEST DANGER OF AN IMMATURE 

CHRISTIAN PATRIOTISM IN THIS COUNTRY IS THAT 

IN PRACTICE IT FINDS ITSELF ENGAGED IN THE 

RITUAL OF A KIND OF CIVIL RELIGION WHICH MAY 

BEGIN AS A COMMON DENOMINATOR OF SEVERAL 

RELIGIONS) BUT BECOMES IN PRACTICE A 

SUBSTITUTE FAITH. THIS KIND OF CIVIL 
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RELIGION IS SOMETIMES NATIONALISTIC AND 

SOMETIMES CHAUVINISTIC AND MOST OF THE TIME 

DEVOID OF THE WORSHIP OF THE ONE GOD WHO 

TRANSCENDS ALL NATIONAL AND RACIAL BOUNDARIES, 

. . . 

A RELATED DANGER WHICH IS PART OF AN IMMATURE 

PATRIOTISM AND AN IMMATURE CHRISTIAN FAITH 

IS WHEN ANY OF OUR LEADERS OR POLITICAL PARTIES 

INVOKE THE NAME OF GOD AS AN ATTEMPT TO USE 

GOD F0R OUR OWN PURPOSES. GOD'S NAME IS TAKEN 

IN VAIN FREQUENTLY IN THIS WAY. 

As CHRISTIANS) WE MUST INSIST THAT THE NATION 
. . . 

OR STATE IS NEUTRAL AMONG THE VARIOUS RELIGIONS 
. . 

WH.I CH ARE PRESENT IN OUR MIDST J BUT WE NEED 

TO REMIND OURSELVES) AT THE SAME TIME1 THAT 
. . 

OUR RELIGIOUS FAITH IS RELEVANT AS WE GO ABOUT 

OUR DAILY LIVES. 

' 
. . 

ABRAHAM LINCOLN KNEW HOW TO DO THIS. HE OFTEN 
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EXPRESSED ELEMENTS OF BIBLICAL RELIGION, THOUGH 
. . 

HE DID NOT USE THE CHRISTIAN SYMBOLS WHICH 

COULD BE DIVISIVE IN OUR PLURALISTIC SOCIETY. 

LINCOLN HUMBLED HIMSELF BEFORE THE SOVEREIGNTY 

OF GOD AS THE TRANSCENDENT GOD OF HISTORY) 

AS THE GOD OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND MERCY. How 

DIFFERENT LINCOLN'S RELIGION WAS FROM THE 

WORSHIP OF AN ALMIGHTY WHO IS ON THE SIDE 
. . 

OF ONE NATION OR CAUSE. HIS RECOGNITION THAT 

GOOD AND DEVOUT PEOPLE ON BOTH SIDES OF THE 
- . 

CIVIL WAR PRAYED TO THE SAME Gon AND THAT 

THE WILL OF Gan WAS NOT IDENTICAL WITH THE 

PURPOSES OF EITHER PARTY OR ANY NATIONJ MEANT 

FOR HIM THAT HUMILITY AND MERCY ACCOMPANIED 

COMMITMENT TO THE RIGHT AS GOD GAVE HIM TO 

SEE THE RIGHT, 

. . 

"RENDER TO GOD THE THINGS THAT ARE Gan's! " 

ONLY GOD IS ULTIMATELY SACRED, ONLY GOD IS 
- . 

TO BE WORSHIPPED, THIS GOD IS THE JUDGE OF 

ALL NATIONS) INCLUDING OURS. ONLY Goo IS 

ETERNAL, 

To BE CHRISTIAN AND PATRIOTIC MEANS THAT WE 

HAVE A MATURE LOVE OF COUNTRY AND A MATURE 
. . 

LOVE CAN SEE BEYOND THE COUNTRY'S SELF-INTEREST 

AND BEYOND THE COUNTRY ITSELF. FEW PEOPLE 
. . 

LOVED THEIR COUNTRY MORE THAN DID THE PROPHETS 

AMOS AND ISA IAH AND JEREMIAH, IN THE OLD 
. . 

TESTAMENT. YET THAT DID NOT KEEP THEM FROM 

BEING CRITICAL OF THEIR COUNTRY AT TIMES. 
. -

. . 

THEIR QUARRELS WITH THEIR NATION WERE LOVER'S 

QUARRELS, No ONE LOVED HIS NATION ISRAEL 



MORE THAN DID JESUS. AND HIS QUARREL WITH 
. . 
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HIS COUNTRY, WITH ITS POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS 

LEADERS, WAS PRECISELY THAT THEY WERE NOT 

LIVING UP TO THE IDEAL AND VISIONS OF THE 

PROPHETS. 

GOD GRANT THAT WE MAY CONTINUE TO GROW AND 
. . . 

BE MATURE CHRISTIAN PATRIOTS, MATURE LOVERS 

OF COUNTRY AS WE RENDER TO OUR COUNTRY THE 

THINGS THAT BELONG TO ITJ AND RENDER TO GOD 

THE THINGS THAT ARE Gan's. 

AMERICA� AMERICA� Gon MEND THINE EVERY FLAW. 

CONFIRM THY SOUL IN SELF-CONTROLJ THY LIBERTY 

IN LAW. AMEN. 


