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 For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a 
yoke of slavery… 
 
 For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an 
opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole 
law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ If, 
however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one 
another. Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh 
desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are 
opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you are led by the 
Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, 
impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, 
dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as 
I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 
 
 By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who 
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.   If we live by the 
Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, competing against one 
another, envying one another… 
 
 Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap whatever you sow. If you sow to 
your own flesh, you will reap corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, you will 
reap eternal life from the Spirit. So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap 
at harvest time, if we do not give up. So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for 
the good of all, and especially for those of the family of faith.  
 
 The photo on our bulletin was taken on Memorial Day, when the churches on 

Taft Boulevard had American flags flying out front, as they did yesterday for the 

4th of July. Some might wonder if the photo signifies an inappropriate mingling of 

church and state. It does not. 

 In both the Christian faith and the laws of our country, church and state are 

ordained to be two different things. Recall the passage in scripture when Jesus was 

asked if it was lawful to pay taxes to the Roman Emperor [Matthew 22.21]. Jesus 
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asked for a coin and when he received it asked whose image was on it. “Caesar” 

came the answer, Caesar being the title for the Emperor of Rome.  The image on 

that particular coin may have been that of Augustus Caesar, the Emperor when 

Jesus was born. Upon his death, Augustus was declared a god by the Roman Senate. 

Was Augustus a god to Jesus? Absolutely not. Augustus was only Caesar, a 

political figure. What did the disciples of Jesus owe Caesar? The payment of taxes 

and obedience to laws that did not contradict the laws of God. What did the 

followers of Jesus owe God? Ultimate love, ultimate devotion. 

 In classical Islam, because Mohammed was both a political and a religious 

leader—a prophet and a warlord—there was no distinction between the political and 

religious realms. For nearly 550 years in the Ottoman Empire (a realm which 

encompassed, at its height in the 16th and 17th Centuries, all or part of the present-

day nations of Turkey, Russia, Ukraine, Greece, Italy, Hungary, Iraq, Iran, Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt, Israel, Libya, Morocco, Romania, Jordan, and at least a dozen 

more), the person who held ultimate political authority was the sultan, while the 

person who held ultimate religious authority over the umma (the worldwide 

community of Sunni Muslims), was the caliph. From 1362 until 1924, the sultan 

and the caliph were always the same person, which would be somewhat like having 

the offices of Pope and President perpetually filled by the same person. Jesus not 

only taught his followers the distinction between God and Caesar, he never left any 

doubt as to which one took precedence. 

 But to note the difference between God and Caesar, or between church and 

state, does not mean that we cannot love God and our country at the same time. 

Love of God is the ultimate love.  Love of country is a penultimate love, like love 

of family—deep, essential and life-giving, but a love best nurtured when it is 

founded on the ultimate love of God. As Jesus taught us, the greatest commandment 
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is to love the Lord our God with all of our hearts, souls and minds. The second 

greatest commandment is to love our neighbors as ourselves. We can’t truly fulfill 

the second commandment unless we commit to the first. In the same way, a 

Christian loves his or her country in the context of loving God foremost. To a 

person of faith, “One nation under God,” and “In God we trust” are much more than 

slogans. 

 St. Augustine, who lived 400 years after Jesus and is widely regarded as the 

most influential theologian after the Apostle Paul, wrote that God created both 

angels and humans as rational beings who possessed free will, which meant they 

had the freedom to either obey God or to rebel against God. But, Augustine wrote, 

true free will is not equally inclined to both good and evil, because, along with free 

will, God gave us consciences, the gift of being able to discern the difference 

between good and evil. As today’s scripture tells us, a Christian’s God-given 

freedom is never a license to do whatever we want to do whenever we want to do it. 

If we are self-indulgent in drugs or alcohol, and become addicted, are we still free? 

If we see a whole host of objects we simply must have right then, and propel 

ourselves into ruinous debt in order to acquire those objects, do we remain free? If 

we choose to nurse grudges, and are incapable of forgiving anyone whom we 

believe, rightly or wrongly, has done something to us, are we still free? If our idea 

of intimacy is a series of one-night stands with virtual strangers, and the only 

standard is that both participants be consenting (sobriety is optional), are we still 

free? If our understanding of what it means to be free only encompasses self-

indulgence, do we not become slaves to the worst that is within us—slaves to our 

greed, to our lust, to our vanity, to our gluttony, to our hate? 

 When it comes to behavior, both church and state share a common floor. Both 

church and state forbid us to murder our neighbors, or to steal from them, or to bear 
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false witness against them. As Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., said, “It may be true that 

the law cannot make a man love me, but it can keep him from lynching me, and I 

think that's pretty important.” Indeed it is. But as Dr. King well knew, Jesus Christ 

demands much more from us than that we merely refrain from lynching our 

neighbor. 

 If you’re a law-abiding, tax-paying citizen, good for you. God bless you. I 

wish we had more of you. But being a disciple of Jesus Christ requires far more 

than that. Jesus taught us to love our neighbors as we love ourselves. We don’t love 

them as ourselves when we exploit them, even if that exploitation is lawful. We 

don’t love them as ourselves when we contribute to their ruination, even if that 

ruination is legally permissible. We don’t love them as ourselves when we are 

stumbling blocks to them, even when we are permitted by law to be stumbling 

blocks. Being a disciple of Jesus Christ requires far more than being a citizen of the 

United States. Discipleship and citizenry may have a common floor, but they have 

vastly different ceilings. 

 Some of you saw PBS’ Masterpiece Classic series, “Wolf Hall,” based on 

Hilary Mantel’s acclaimed book and its sequel. The setting was the beginning of the 

English Reformation, and focused on the roles played by King Henry VIII, Anne 

Boleyn, Cardinal Wolsey and—the central character—Thomas Cromwell, the 

king’s chief adviser. In Shakespeare’s Henry VIII, Wolsey counseled Cromwell: 

 Let all the ends thou aim’st at be thy country’s; 

 Thy God’s, and truth’s. Then if thou fall’st, O Cromwell, 

 Thou fall’st a blessed martyr. 

 In historical context, “country” meant King Henry VIII, to whom Cardinal 

Wolsey was slavishly devoted. But King Henry was fickle, and when he didn’t get 
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his way, he ruined his most faithful servant and drove him to his death. Right after 

Wolsey told Cromwell to let all his ends be country, God and truth, Wolsey added: 

…O Cromwell, Cromwell! 
Had I but served my God with half the zeal 
I served my king, he would not in mine age 
Have left me naked to mine enemies. 
 

 The only One to whom we can truly entrust our future is the living God 

Almighty. 

*** 
 
 In the Declaration of Independence, there is the phrase “self-evident,” which 

means “obvious:” 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 

 
 Those words are the creed of the American conscience. I love our country so 

much, for so many reasons. Among the greatest of the reasons is that creed—those 

self-evident truths—that God created all people equal and endowed them with the 

unalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. The fact that many of 

the Founders owned slaves—including Thomas Jefferson, who wrote those 

magnificent words—may make them hypocritical, but it doesn’t make the words 

themselves any less true. 

 The conscience of a Christian also holds certain truths, but they’re not 

necessarily self-evident. Instead, they are revealed by God in scripture. What does 

scripture say about our obligations as citizens of a country, or as persons who aspire 

to be citizens? Romans 12 says, “Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe 
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taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then 

honor.” We love our country for much the same reason that we love our families, 

whatever their faults and flaws—because they are our families, as America is our 

country. As Christians, we are called to pray for our country’s leaders, to respect 

our country’s laws, and to pay our taxes, however painful that last bit might be. If 

there are laws that we don’t like, we can use the democratic process to try to get 

them changed. 

 Every democracy gets the government it deserves. If you don’t like the one we 

have, work to change it at the next election. Elections have consequences, and that 

is why people who don’t vote lack credibility when they complain about the way 

things are. One of the problems with any controversial Supreme Court ruling, even 

one that seems to reflect the sentiments of most of the American people, is that it 

derails the democratic process and often voids the consequences of elections. Such 

rulings create more social disruption than a similar conclusion reached through the 

ordinary legislative process would have, as Supreme Court Chief Justice John 

Roberts himself noted a week ago. Such rulings can also make people cynical about 

the very workings of democracy. Why strive to change hearts and minds when you 

can get the result you want much faster just by filing a lawsuit? 

 Still, as Christians, we are obliged to respect the laws of whatever country or 

state in which we reside. That said, if there are laws that we believe would compel 

us to make an unconscionable choice between God’s law or human law—and if the 

democratic process for changing that human law is forestalled—then, as God leads, 

Christians may resist peacefully and non-violently. I cannot emphasize that enough: 

“Peacefully and non-violently.” Dr. Martin Luther King and the civil-rights 

movement he led showed how civil disobedience can be redemptive and lead to a 

more just society. But Christians who choose to do that must also be prepared to 
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accept whatever the legal consequences of that resistance entails. Loving our 

country means striving to make it the best it can be, which we cannot do if we 

forfeit our consciences. We must always remember that the highest laws Christians 

are required to obey are those of God, not the state. That said, we must also always 

remember that the two highest of God’s laws are, first, to love the Lord our God 

with all of our hearts, souls, and minds, and secondly to love our neighbors as 

ourselves. Who are those neighbors? They are whoever the good Lord God puts in 

our path. That means they are our neighbors regardless of gender, race, creed, 

ethnicity, nationality, language or sexual orientation. 

 As today’s scripture says, there are no laws against the fruits of the Holy 

Spirit. There is no law against “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” There are many reasons, most of them 

beginning with the letter “C,” which might cause Christians to do things they would 

not otherwise be comfortable doing. One is “Commerce,” which means any legal 

and moral activity which would provide a means of sustenance for us and our 

families. Another is “Courtesy,” doing things out of respect for the other person. 

Another is “Compassion,” being moved by God’s love to care for another in their 

plight. Still another is “Charity,” whose root, caritas, derives from the highest form 

of love, agape, the overflowing love of God which overfills us and pours out onto 

those around. The most significant “C,” of course, is “Christ,” our Lord and Savior. 

These are all reasons why we might be impelled to do something we would not 

otherwise be inclined to do. But there is one godless, benighted “C” word and if we 

have the power, Christians must always resist doing anything for this reason. That 

word is “Coercion,” to which unconstrained political figures inevitably resort. One 

title for an unconstrained political figure is “Caesar.” 
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 Remember that it is possible to be both a patriotic citizen of the United States 

and a devoted disciple of Jesus Christ. To insure that remains the case, pray that our 

country will always remember that its first freedom—the first one named in the Bill 

of Rights of the American Constitution— is freedom of religion. Pray for the 

leaders of our country, that they may be filled with the spirit of wisdom and justice. 

I truly do believe that the vast majority of public servants are striving to serve the 

best they know how. Pray, too, that we be given the grace to love our neighbors as 

ourselves, even if those neighbors totally disagree with us. Most of all, remember 

that, as Christians, our first loyalty is to God. At all times. In all places. In all 

circumstances. 

 Abraham Lincoln once said, “I have been driven many times upon my knees 

by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go. My own wisdom and 

that of all about me seemed insufficient for that day.” As Christians, we will often 

be driven to our knees because we have nowhere else to go, and our own wisdom 

and that of those around us will be insufficient at the time. May we remember that 

the only One before whom Christians are required to fall to their knees is the Lord 

God Almighty. God willing, we will never bend the knee to Caesar. 

          Amen. 
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