SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 19&/

"THE CHRISTIAN FAITH AND THE UNITED STATES
CONSTITUTION"

Micah b6:6-8
I Timothy 2:1-4
Mark 12:13-17

The Bicentennial celebration of the Unilted

States Constitution has begun., The Constitution
was adopted on Sseptember 1/, 1787, by the

constitutional Convention Meeting 1in
Philadelphia, and was declared ratified not
quite a vear later on July 2, 1/88.

[t is especially appropriate that churches
in this country take note of the 200th
anniversary of the Constitution, and one
purpose of this sermon is to explore why
this is so. But first here are a few more
historical facts about the United States
constitution.

The first ten amendments to the Constitution,
better known as the Bill of Rights, were
drafted in 1789, and ratified in 1/91. And

it is the first of these ten amendments
which mentions religion specifically.
"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
~ight of the people peaceably to assemble,

and to petition the Government for a redress
of grievances,”

Since 1787, the Constitution has been amended

reming

only 26 times, including the first ten
amendments, the Bill of Rights. Historians
Us that the durability of the United

States Constitution is remarkable, No other

constitution has lasted as long. Indeed,
the lifespan of the average constitution can

be measured more easily in months than ir

years

. Only 14 of the world’'s 160 national
constitutions currently in existence predate

World War 1II.

Now let’s return to our origlnal question--
hould Christian Churches observe the
tennial of the Constitution? Or to put
uestion in another way--what is the
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that ‘God is the author of the Constitution.’”

"In fact,” says Dr. Marty, “congregational
celebration of the event can take the document
of f the Graven Images shelf, helping people

to see its imperfections (slaves, women and
others did not get much out of it at first,
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oW look more closely at the connections

between our Christian faith and the United
States Constitution.

1,
constitution 1s a disappointing document to
commemorate religiously. Were 1t not for a
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Secondly, however, as Dr. Marty and
other historians have pointed out, the people
of the 1% colonies-turned-states were morally
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whether at Philadelphia or in most of their
personal and public papers.

You may hear about how Benjamin Franklin
thought they should pray during a dark day
in Philadelphia. But they did not pray at
any of the sessions. Some historians have
suggested that some of the members of the

Constitutional Convention were afraid of

what the public would think If people heard
that they were 1In so much disagreement and

trouble that they decided to pray. It IS
only legend that has Alexander Hamilton

explaining that there was no prayer because
they saw no reason, on a domestic issue, to
call in foreign aid. Churchly piety was

simply not a part of convention proceedings.

3, But the Christian faith was influential
in the drafting of the Constitution if not
directly then indirectly. It was present In
Philadelphia, in the whole culture and
environment, and deeply ingrained in the
minds of those who drafted the Constitution,
just as it had been present earlier in the
Declaration of Independence and in the
Revolutionary War.

One example: Dr. Harry Stout a professor at
Yale University has been doing basic research
on the influence of the colonial churches in
the early political life of the colonies.,
He has studied more than 2,000 scattered,
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most literate people in the world., Where

did they get their ideas of self, 0f soclety.,
of corporate purpose, of what they were
placea in the world to do? His answer: the
sermon. In colonial America the sermon was a
messade of extraordinary power, The average
New Englander heard /7,000 sermons in a
lifetime, about 15,000 hours of concentrated
listening. There were no competing voices.,
[t was a medium more influential than TV 1is
today,

Further, according to Stout., the colonial
ministers who were indirectly the grass-
roots leaders of the Revolution, closely
identified the events leading to 1//76, with
the ongoing drama of God’s church and the
fulfillment of a mission going back to the
declaration of Puritan founder William
Bradford, "We are the Lord’s free people.,”

Issues of power and authority, of spirit and
law, were debated with solemn intensity
especially in churches of the Congregational
tradition which were attended by /70 percent
of New Englanders.

The point 1s, as another historlan put 1t,
"The attention to find matters of theology
that most of us would care less about today--
the passion, the brilliance, was the same
quality of mind that would soon create the
new constitution.”
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for a new type of constitutional government.

Thus it is no surprise that the preamble to
the United States Constitution states in the

first sentence, "“We the people of the United
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corrupts and therefore we always need checks
Written large over our own JState
Capitol Building are the words, “The Salvation
of the States is the Watchfulness of its

Or as Tom Dool

on power .
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ne cards.”

[ have always liked Reinhold Niebuhr’s phrase
in this regard--“Man’s capacity for justice

makes democracy
for injustice ma
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Kes democracy necessary.”
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5. here are other moral convictions which
are Implicit and explicit in the Constitution
which can be traced to the influence of the
Christian faith, although they have other
roots as well.
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In the history of

1t was one of the significant
contributions of Stoicism to bring this
insight to the ancient world and Christianity

put it into a context which made 1t more
Intelligible and also provided strong

religious motivations for its implementation.,

Related to this concept of equality before
the law is the principle of justice. The
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of all. Begi
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mentioned and 1t’'s one of the most important
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Testament carried on this tradition stressing
that the Chri
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e toward the order-creating functions

of civil government because 1n and through

them the providence of God is at work

preserving essential conditions for human
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should be kept in bounds and not be allowec
Jsurp the place of God. That's why Jesus
"Render unto Caesar the things that

to
said,

fe, and at

the same time, that the state

are Caesar’s and render unto God the things
that are God’s.”

And for us who are Christian citizens in 38
representative constitutional government, we
have the responsibility to participate since

WE d

e In effect the government., The

government 1S not the enemy. The "authorities”
do not stand over against the citizens.

We are also, as the New Testament points
t, to pray for those in authority, that we
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