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THE MIGHTY AND THE ALMIGHTY

We are again at a time when religion and politics have come to prominence on our national scene. But, we must remind ourselves that God and Country is not one word. We will look at the world of politics and religion through the eyes of former Secretary of State Madeline Albright, centering on her best-selling book, The Mighty and the Almighty
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INTRODUCTION
Walt Whitman wrote years ago “The core of democracy is the religious element. All the religions, old and new are there.” We know now that there are people who subscribe to the first part of Whitman’s statement, but not the second. We might more easily agree that religion and democracy both respect equality and the value of every human being; that all of us are created in God’s image and each is endowed with inalienable rights. The doctrines are unifying and inclusive. 
The problems arise when we place our own interpretations ahead of Whitman’s, arguing that our particular view of the universe is worth more than someone else’s. While to have faith is the belief that there is a truth, it is quite another to believe that we as humans possess this truth, or that we have a particular political ideology that allows us to penalize, coerce, abuse, and even kill those who believe differently.
Among the limitations placed on politicians from our beginnings was that government could not establish an official state religion, or take away anyone’s right to worship freely. Our founders understood from lessons of history that the concentration of political and religious authority in the control of one or the other, could be toxic.
We know now, or should know, that God is used in a number of ways to exploit others or enhance power and permission for all sorts of political actions at the expense of others. 
Madeline Albright argues, however, that the last thing we should attempt to do is to keep religion walled off from public life.  We live with religious convictions wherever we go - skeptics and religiously faithful.  Governments must make decisions with regard to both their own convictions as well those of others who may not hold the same religious convictions.

Raised a Roman Catholic, Madeleine Albright’s heritage is Jewish. Although she (and many of us, I’m sure) can remember politicians talking about “godless communists” speaking of religion as a force shaping the world of politics was not part of her childhood or adult experience. Religion was above and beyond reason. It evoked intense passions, and, as we well know, has been the cause of much bloodshed historically. Diplomats like Albright were taught not to invite trouble, and the subject of religion seemed more  treacherous than any to raise.

When in 1993 the Harvard Professor Samuel Huntington shared his  theory that “the era following the Cold War might well be one of interreligious clash of civilizations,” Albright did all she could to distance herself and other administration officials from the theory. She believed that battles between Christians and Muslims and Christians and Catholics were echoes of earlier less enlightened times – not a sign of things to come.
After 9/11 she was convinced that it was she who had been stuck in earlier times. 


In China – an obsolete ideology is giving way to a growing spiritual movement which could become a political threat


In Central and South America Protestant evangelicals are contesting the 
dominance of the Catholic Church

In India their secular society is being challenged by Hindu nationalists


In the Soviet Union long-repressed religious institutions have been reinvigorated

In Israel orthodoxy is seeking more influence over laws and society

Secular Arab nationalism has been supplanted by resurgent Islam beyond Iran, 
Pakistan, and into parts of  Africa.


            Christianity now the boasts that ten of the world’s largest congregations are in 

South Korea and Nigeria

A new Christian activism is altering the way we think about religion and politics 
here in the US
People talk about God all the time now. Along with globalization and technological gains, the information revolution has altered our lifestyles and forever changed our workplaces – computers are as plentiful in homes as televisions and every office is a network of telecommunication and internet systems. Also since the 1990’s religion is thriving in every area of the world. People talk and argue about God all the time. And they kill  over it.  “A religious war fought with swords, chain mail, catapults, and battering rams is one thing. A war fought with high explosives against civilian targets is quite another. And the prospect of a nuclear bomb detonated by terrorists in purported service to the Almighty is a nightmare that may one day come true.” (p.11)
In such an environment Albright insists that we educate ourselves in the varieties of religious experience and see religion more as a potential means of reconciliation with different cultures and experiences than a source of conflict.
Albright grew up an optimist, despite having witnessed great turbulence at an early age. She believes as her hero, the founder of Czechoslovakia, Tomas Garrigue Masaryk did, that “religious faith meant showing respect for every person and being willing to help others.  Masaryk did not think it was necessary to believe in God  to be moral, but he did argue that religious faith, properly understood, did much to encourage and strengthen right behavior.” (p. 13)
THE EYES OF THE WORLD ARE UPON US
All of us can remember the words of John Winthrop as he dreamed of the kind of community he and his fellow Puritans would establish in this new frontier. It would be “as a citty upon a Hill (with) the eis of all people upon us.” They believed that if God so willed, the new colony would become a model for how to live the religious life. 
Theirs was not only an understanding based on God’s will, but a conviction to protect their virtue by excluding those whose thinking was different from theirs. The first to feel most unwelcome in this environment was Roger Williams, whose “soul-liberty” (the right of everyone to practice religion in a way he or she saw fit),  offended   the Puritans who saw tolerance as a sin and themselves as right thinkers, not free-thinkers.
Another exile was Thomas Hooker (Hooker’s bust is carved in wood on the front of the pulpit in F.C.C. , Marshalltown, where I served for five years, and, if memory serves me correctly, is in bronze somewhere in the hallways of South Church Hartford, CT). Hooker, founder of Connecticut, preached the message that people were given the right by God to choose their own leaders, as well as place limits on the power of its leaders. 
By the time of the American Revolution America was populated by followers of several faiths and sects. Direct descendents of the Puritans were a small minority. Dutch Protestants in New York, Society of Friends in Pennsylvania, Catholics founded Maryland (overthrown later by Protestants),  Virginia was led by planters who, ironically, owned slaves but were also well-versed in the latest European theories of the universal nature of human rights. In the end, religious freedom was embraced, for the most part, as a constituting principle of all of them.

Article VI of the constitution reads, “No religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public trust under the United States..”  The Bill of Rights went even further, prohibiting both the official establishment of religion and the abridgment of the right to worship. (The Fundamental Orders of Connecticut did not separate religion and state. The purpose of the constitution, Hooker maintained, was to maintain and preserve the liberty and purity of the Gospel.” 

(Given world history, I personally have subscribed to the idea for years that the separation of church and state was established not to protect the government from religion but was to protect religion from government intervention). 
Albright notes that our country’s founders were firm believers, but not wed to finer points of doctrine. George Washington acknowledged a debt to the divine in his first inaugural speech, but basically said that the repayment of the debt would be to ensure that national policy would be grounded on private morality.  Moreover he set a standard for years to come for religious tolerance. John Adams,  had little use for the Trinity. He was a Unitarian. Liberty he maintained was a gift from God, democracy is an invention of humanity. Jefferson dismissed clergy as the greatest obstacles to the advancement of the real doctrines of Jesus. In fact the Federalist Party attacked his beliefs and as one editorial writer put it, “Shall I continue in my allegiance to God, and a religious president; or impiously declare for Jefferson and no god!!!”

Whatever their particular religious beliefs, by and large, we attached ourselves to the idea of the new Israel and compared ourselves to the Israelites of the Old Testament, living out a providential plan. Not surprisingly, the move westward was vigorous and dynamic. Democratic institutions were built along the way based on a mix of earlier principles – self-reliance, free enterprise, and equal opportunity. Through tumultuous decades of expansion, economic booms and busts, one conviction remained – God was watchfully guiding America’s course and fate.
Albright contends ”History would be far different if we did not tend to hear God most clearly when we think He is telling us what we want to hear.” (p.25)
We are a democracy whose principle of state and religious separation is essential to our identity. but, “we must recognize that such a separation does not require and has not led to the removal of God from civic life, currency, coinage, patriotic songs, or public rhetoric…it reflects the depth of American religious roots and a universal rule of practical politics; religion may be separated from government but it is intimately connected to how leaders are judged.” (p. 27)
I end this section quoting Albright’s most telling conviction.


I believe in the principle that much is expected from those to whom



much has been given. Ours is a country of abundant resources, 



momentous accomplishments,  and unique capabilities. We have a



responsibility to lead, but as we fulfill that obligation we should



bear in mind the distinction pointed out by John Adams, liberty, at



least in the sense free will, is God’s gift, not ours; it is also morally



neutral. It may be used for any purpose, whether good or ill. 



democracy, by contrast, is a human creation; its purpose is to see



that liberty is directed into channels that respect the rights of all (p.32)

FAITH AND DIPLOMACY
It is easy to blame religion – or more fairly what some do in the name of religion – for all our problems, but that is too simple for Albright. She knows that religion is a powerful force but its impact depends entirely on what it inspires people to do. Catholic theologian Brian Hehir notes, “There is an assumption that you do not have to understand religion in order to understand the world. …if you look at standard textbooks on international relations or the way we organize our foreign ministry, there is no place where a sophisticated understanding of religion as a public force in the world is dealt with.” (p.66)
Two stories of the religious affect i=on diplomacy are worth re-rteeling.In 1981 Albright visited Poland during the second year of the uprising of the solidarity movement against communism. The cause of the rebellion? An earlier visit by Pope John Paul II returning to his native land for the first since his inauguration. The government had done all it could to discourage the visit, and even went so far as to send a memo to schoolteachers warning that the pope was to be seen as “the enemy.” But their larger mistake was allowing the Church to organize the visit n the first place. The peoples’ pope scheduled a great number of visits which put him in direct contact with the “pope’s people.”
The pope’s visits (and there were several), sparked a revolution that freed the people brought down the Berlin Wall, reunited Europe and transformed the face of the world. 
In the 1980’s when an overthrow of the Ugandan government threatened the privileges of a dominant tribe, the Acholi. Fearing retribution for the abuses they had inflicted on people, they first attempted to organize a “sacred campaign,” but it failed for lack of military clout. The second effort succeeded under the leadership of Joseph Kony who 
Took up the cause of Holy War, under the banner of the LRS (Lord’s Resistance Army). Finding resistance to his cause from adults, he kidnapped children and forced them to be soldiers or die. Predicated on his reading of the Old Testament, he administered beatings, lashings and amputations of the children, determined to overthrow the government and establish one based on the ten commandments. 
In one story faith is manifested by love, and the other by one person’s twisted religious fantasies.

WHO ARE OUR RELIGIOUS NEIGHBORS?

What is present in all world religions is the idea of kinship, by virtue of the belief that we are all created in the Almighty’s image.  This places a responsibility upon us to consider our neighbors. Albright goes one step further. If we subscribe to this kinship it provides us with a solid foundation for religion and a respectable basis for organizing secular society.   
At a conference where she shared the podium with Elie Wiesel he mentioned another conference where scholars were asked to name the unhappiest character in the Bible. Some said, Job, some named Moses, others named Mary. Wiesel suggested that God was the unhappiest because of what people were doing to each other in the Almighty’s name.
In any conflict reconciliation becomes possible only when all parties cease dehumanizing each other and begin seeing a bit of themselves in their enemies. 

(Your lecturer attended a peace rally in New York City in the 1970’s where one of the speakers said “I have stopped seeing the Russians as my enemies since I started praying for them.” I have remembered that all these years and have prayed especially for those who might be labeled “our enemies.”).. 
In 1994  the Center For Strategic and International Studies, published a paper entitled, “Religion: the Missing Dimension of Statecraft.” Maintaining that a faith- based mediator has a means that conventional diplomat lacks – prayer, fasting, forgiveness, repentance, and inspiration of scripture
In recent years the establishment of the Institute For Global Engagement, with their mantra, “Know your faith at its deepest and richest best, and enough about your neighbor’s faith to respect it.” 
ALBRIGHT’S REFLECTIONS

“Some people might conclude from the ubiquity and intensity of these conflicts (is her book she reviewed conflicts in Afghanistan, Middle East, Iraq, Europe, parts of Africa, Thailand, Philippines, Pakistan and Lebanon) that the central challenge in the world is not how to avoid a clash of civilizations but how to manage conflicts already under way.  That is too dark a picture.”  (p.268)

Fear fuels terrorism. Only if fear is allowed to spread can any group like Al Queda hope to win lasting support.  There is nothing inevitable about holy war, or anyone’s idea of what holy war means.

But, just as we have done with prejudice towards other ethnic and racial groups, to label all Arabs as potential terrorists is wholesale prejudice, and will fuel none but disastrous consequences

She quotes former German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer who said, “History is the sum total of things that could have been avoided.” Albright offers a list of seven caution against foolish mistakes.

1. Localize, don’t globalize. Al Queda yearns for a global stage. International issues should be dealt with separately. 
2. Remember who the enemy is. Neither the West nor Islam are under attack by the other. Both are imperiled be the groups they have spawned.
3. Don’t play with matches. We must exercise extraordinary discipline in what we do and say. Misrepresenting a faith tradition or misquoting a holy book, from whichever quarter, is disastrous. 
4. We need to develop a commonly held definition of what terrorism is. What is terrorism in one particular situation may seem justified in another.

5. We should be talking about treatment of women in a manner that leads to progress in their treatment. 

6. Christians, Jews, and Muslims, should realize and rehearse how much they have in common. The same concern that God’s role as the source of all law and the ultimate guide for living will be lost, is of concern to all three of these particular religious traditions. 

7. Al Queda leaders do not speak factually but neither do they speak trivially. They are addressing profound issues of history, identity , and faith. We must address the same profound issues. The three monotheistic religions of the world provide a rich tradition of overlapping principles, ethics, and beliefs. Shared objectives can be drawn from these commonly-held principles. 
What we can accomplish on earth is mixed up with the different views and understandings we have of God. It does the world no good for leaders to deny them. 

We can accept that human dignity and respect for the well-being of each individual is the place where religious faith and commitment to political liberty have their closest connection. 

As Albright traveled about the country talking about this book, the most common question to her was – “How can we do a better job of using religion to promote global civility. 
I want to use the rest of this paper acknowledging the hunger from which that question comes, but also reflecting on some of the issues I think we as Congregational Christian people need to face if we are to witness to a God who requires of us justice, kindness and humility in every arena of our lives. . 
REFLECTIONS ON THE ISSUE
We turn from the world as it is, to the ways that we night call “Christian Engagement” (a term Jim Wallis uses in his new book “Great Awakening”)

· *The bible is far less concerned about alleviating the effects of injustice than in eliminating the causes.
· Jesus was more, not less, than a prophet; more, not less, political than others. Only his were the politics of eternity. And the politics of eternity insist not only on non-violence they also they insist on one world which is an affront to every nationalist. 
· We shall begin to understand the politics of eternity when we recognize that territorial discrimination is as evil as racial discrimination. (Wm. Sloane Coffin)

· Congregationalists have a past of deep involvement in the politics of hope. I fear that we misunderstand  individual conscience and have made it the watermark of social and political action as if it  allows us to avoid talking about the things that challenge our faith in the marketplace. (I don’t disagree with many if not most of the United of Christ position papers. Most of them are well thought out theological reflections. It is when they make them position papers, policy statements, and national pronouncements, disrespecting the persons sitting in the pew of thousands of churches who need to hear the Gospel from their clergy and in educational forums). 

· Jim Wallis lists his suggested “Rules of Engagement”
a. God hates injustice

As Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “A minister cannot preach the glories of
Heaven while ignoring social conditions in his own community that cause

People an earthly hell.”

b. The Kingdom of God is a new order

A new and very public order bids us join it. The Christian presence in the world is a perpetually revolutionary posture.
            c.   The Church is an alternative community


      John Yoder writes: “The church is called now to be what the world is called to 

      be ultimately.” Faithfulness comes before effectiveness
d. The Kingdom of God transforms the world by addressing specific injustices

Rather than seeking to construct perfect social orders which are impossible, we should instead seek concrete reforms of the actual social situations and circumstances in which the church finds itself.
e. The church is the conscience of the state

The state’s role is to protect the innocent and punish the guilty, and to uphold the rule of the law (Ro. 13). I Timothy 2 adds keep peace 
f. The church’s role is to take a global perspective Nationalism does not equate 
with the kingdom of God.

G. Seek the common good

The U.S. Catholic Bishops offer four principles that should guide our faithful political engagement

1. We are called to be political not partisan

2. We are called to be principled not ideological

3. We are called to be clear but also civil

4. We are called to be engaged not used.

A PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

When George McGovern ran for the presidency, I was in Seminary. I made a conscious decision to work for his campaign because I believed his sense of the balance between public policy and private religious convictions  was something the country needed. 
I missed classes for several days to do canvassing in my assigned canvassing areas, several small towns surrounding Bangor Maine. For me and several seminary friends it resembled a religious crusade. As you know, the election was a landslide. At 3:00 am when McGovern made his concession speech I was up and wept. 

Depressed and disappointed, I naively questioned the sanity of people. How could they not see that our hope was in George McGovern? I missed more classes, “recovering” from the intensity of the campaign, when two days after the election, I met up with Dr. Zigler, my theology professor. “Mr. Richard,”, she said, “You have not been to classes. Have you been sick?” “No” I answered, ”election depression.” “Come to my office,” she answered. For the next half hour this professor whom I had heretofore thought unapproachable, and possessing a rather limited amount of compassion, shared her disappointment over the election as well, but concluded. “We should not expect God to overthrow the principalities and powers of this world. Divine kingship, if the idea ever had a place in the hearts of God’s people has no place in the politics of Jesus. That is our work. And it will take faithfulness. We are not asked to succeed, Mr. Richard, we are invited to be faithful. I expect you in class tomorrow, where we will be discussing the next chapter of Carl Bratten’s book, “Christ and Culture.”     
There are basic Christian affirmations that motivate my public expressions, teaching, prayer life, and preaching. Most of them are kept close to my chest as I serve as Executive Secretary of our Association, lest they be misinterpreted as representative of the our identity or some “official” position – which is a misrepresentation of how we are organized more than what most of us might believe.

In this pre-election time, I am back at talking to the television, writing emails to the party of which I am a member, writing to the candidates who represent that party, begging them to stop the downward turn to mud-slinging, sharing my conviction that we have already lowered our expectations of a decent public debate about positions, convictions, and dreams, to a point where the campaign is filled with de-humanizing, childish, disgusting political maneuvering. I am getting depressed and wished I could call my old professor who has gone to glory. But I still hear her voice clearly saying, “Be faithful. Divine kingship, if the idea ever had any place in the hearts of God’s people, has no place in the politics of Jesus.” 
_______________________________________
Note: Other than those page numbers from Albright’s book noted in the text of this paper, quotes are limited to Coffin and Wallis’ books and are noted as such.
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