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Thank you for inviting me to speak with you today on the topic, The Church in the Public Square in a Pluralistic Society. It is important for you to understand from the outset what it is I am offering you today. My comments here do not represent the official position of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis. To do so would have required a comprehensive collaborative effort and a formal institutional review process. These have not been undertaken, and my colleagues on the seminary faculty are free to disagree with what I have to say here today.  Nor do I offer you a comprehensive and systematic presentation of the position of The Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod. To do so would require an historical overview and theological analysis that is beyond the scope of the time allotted me. I offer you instead what may best be characterized as a report from the front, some observations and reflections upon this topic by one who was for some time in the recent past involved in the practical conduct of such matters, and who is unreservedly committed to the theology and practice of confessional and confessing Lutheranism.

Introduction

The topic The Church in the Public Square in a Pluralistic Society, is divisible into at least four significantly different aspects. These may be expressed in the form of questions as follows:

· How do individual believers relate to persons of other faiths (and persons of no faith) in the public square in a pluralistic society? 

· How does the church corporately address public policy issues in the public square in a pluralistic society? 

· How does the church relate to other churches and faith communities in the public square in a pluralistic society? and 

· How does the church relate to American Civil Religion in the public square? 

Given the context of our discussions today, we will focus on the last of these four questions. Two reasons compel this. 

· First, historic Christian confessions in America have not paid sufficient attention to civil religion as an aspect of the culture in which we live and serve and, as a consequence, have failed to recognize the force it exerts on our national religious consciousness. 

· And, second, a proper understanding of what American Civil Religion has become is crucial for correctly positioning the public posture of the Church in American society today. 

Before addressing this question in whatever detail the time allows, I would like to spend a few minutes on each of the first three questions.

Part I. How do individual believers relate to persons of other faiths in the public square in a pluralistic society?

I don’t know that I have any special insight on this question, for it is one that every person of faith must address within his own personal context.  However, in the almost five years that I served the Synod as its representative in Washington, D.C., I had regular (weekly) contact with a wide variety of individuals representing the spectrum of faith traditions found in our country.  Not only did I work on a regular basis with the Washington representatives of the ELCA, but also with Catholic clergy and lay leaders, with Baptists (Southern and American), Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Methodists, Evangelicals of all types, and the various Orthodox traditions. Moreover, my work put me in regular contact with orthodox, conservative, and liberal elements of the Jewish tradition, with Muslims (fundamentalist and otherwise), Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, Scientologists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, radical feminists (which, by the way is for some a religion), outright materialists (in the strictly philosophical sense) and Wyccans. 

For what it is worth, I found that it is possible to work in a friendly and cooperative way with persons from all of these religious traditions if one practices three basic virtues: 

1)
a genuine desire to contribute to the common good; 

2)
a willingness to listen and learn as well as to speak and teach; and 

3)
personal integrity. 

That is not to say that the practice of these three virtues leads to agreement on all the issues. It most emphatically does not. It does, however, at least allow individuals of different faith communities to relate together in the public square in a pluralistic society with some reasonable degree of amity even when they disagree on issues of substance. So I commend these three principles to you as at least a proven starting point for an answer to the question of how do individual believers relate to persons of other faiths in the public square in a pluralistic society. 

Part II. How does the church corporately address public policy issues in the public square in a pluralistic society?

This question, if easier to address from an academic perspective, is much more difficult to put into practice. Like most of life’s really difficult matters, addressing public policy issues is a question of balancing the claims of competing goods. I have a three-hour presentation on this topic that I have used to introduce these issues to pastors’ conferences and lay Christians and a 15-hour presentation that explores some of the more specific issues in more detail. Here I will simply say that even for a church body that has a relatively well-articulated theological perspective on this question, I am thinking here primarily of Catholics and Lutherans, working through the practical problems of deciding when and how to speak to issues in the public square reveals that, as is so often the case, practical churchmanship is more of an art than a science.

We recognize that the Word of God does not give us specific guidance for how, when, or even if the corporate church should speak to public policy issues in a modern western democracy. We have carefully distinguished between the appropriate role of individual Christians and the appropriate role of the corporate church within the public square. Even so, Christians of good conscience seeking to follow the teachings of Scripture often genuinely disagree over when the church should speak on a public issue. Within our Lutheran Church Ñ Missouri Synod I have heard pastors, lay members, and theologians offer the following range of answers to the question of when the church should address issues in the public square:
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In this graphic, as we move along the arrow from left to right the church would find itself speaking to issues in the public square with increasing frequency.  

· Some in our Synod hold that the mission of the Church is so exclusively the preaching of the Gospel that the church should never corporately address civil issues in the public square, but should leave all concern for such “secular” issues in the hands of individual Christians. 

· Others have suggested that the mission of the church to preach the Gospel compels the church to address civil issues that might limit or restrict the preaching of that Gospel. Examples of this might be the persecution of Christians, restrictions on public (or even private) religious activities, and explicit efforts of the civil authority to control the church.  

· Still others hold that the church, as an agency within the kingdom of the left hand, has a legitimate right to address issues that effect its operation within the kingdom of the left hand. Examples of this might include tax issues, retirement plan regulation, business licensure, and so forth.  

· Since the Word of God teaches that the civil authority is God’s minister for the punishment of evil and the promotion of good, some would hold that the church has both the right and the responsibility to address civil authority when the state acts in a way that is contrary to the purpose for which God created it, and actively engages in the promotion of evil. The promotion of abortion and the legalization of same-sex marriages might be examples of civic actions that constitute the state promotion of evil.  

· Many have argued for the broader and slightly more ambiguous position that the church ought to address any moral issue that arises in the public square on the basis of the teachings of the Word of God. Here, social policy on divorce and gambling might be some examples. 

· Still others hold that since God requires us to work for the welfare of our neighbor, the church ought to work for the welfare of those in need by encouraging the state to do as much good as possible. Pursuit of this position would have the church address the level of development aid to nations in need, the level of domestic welfare spending, and so forth.  

· Finally, though I have never actually heard anyone in the Synod argue this position, for completeness I suppose that we ought to include the position that since Christ has sent the church into the world, it is appropriate for the church to address any issue that arises in the public square. 

As I said, this graphic illustrates some of the positions that people within our Synod have taken on the question of when the church should speak in the public square. My purpose in presenting this is not to attempt to answer the question thus raised, but merely to document the range of opinion that exists within our own church body. Recognizing that such a diversity of opinion exists raises an even more difficult practical question for church leaders: how ought we to go about deciding whether to speak to any specific issue?

Lutherans have a distinctive theological perspective that informs our practice in these matters that we commonly refer to by the shorthand term of the two kingdom theology. Our “two kingdom” theology provides us with what we might call the terms of engagement between the church and the civil authority. It establishes, on the basis of the Scripture, the working principle that the church and the civil authority each have a divinely-appointed purpose, mission, and means, and it furthermore affirms that each of these realms, the civil and the ecclesiastical, should respect and honor the other, and refrain from interfering with affairs outside its divinely-appointed realm. This principle does not, however, answer all the practical questions for us. It is not, properly speaking, an answer to the question; it is the confessional framework in which we seek an answer in each specific situation. To arrive at an answer to the question of if, when, and how the church should address any particular issue requires us to weigh the answers to other questions. We might think of this process as an ecclesiastical and theological calculus that can be most easily visualized as a balance scale in which positive answers to some questions would lead us toward speaking to an issue while positive answers to other questions might lead us toward remaining silent. 
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Examples of such questions might be:

· Does the Scripture speak clearly to this issue?  As a church committed to the principle of Sola Scriptura, we are more likely to address an issue that the Scripture clearly addresses that one that is not so clearly addressed by God in His Word. 

· How closely related is this issue to the primary mission of the Church to make disciples of all nations? The more closely tied the issue is to the mission of the church, the more likely the church will be willing to address it. 

· Is it likely that focusing on this issue will distract the Church its mission of making disciples.  By contrast, the church will be less likely to address issues that distract it from its proper function. 

· Is it likely that speaking on this issue will give non-Christians an impression that the church is merely interested in social engineering?  While not driven by public opinion, the church will want to avoid giving the impression that it is just another agency seeking to impose its vision of a good society upon the public. We are not merely seeking a “seat at the table” among the other social engineers. 

· and perhaps most crucially, How likely is it that speaking on this issue will divide the church over an issue not directly related to the Gospel?  We have to recognize that the public square is a highly politicized space. While they may agree on the goals, confessing Lutherans may legitimately disagree on the best means to accomplish those goals, and so may have different political allegiances in the civic arena. The unity of the church in the Gospel is of such importance that the church may, and should, choose to restrict its freedom to speak to a public issue when doing so runs the risk of identifying the interests of the Church with one or another political party, and so alienating its own members over issues tangential to the mission for which Christ has sent us into the world. 

This is just a brief summary of the kinds of issues that the leadership of the church must carefully weigh before determining whether it is appropriate for the church to address public policy issues in the public square.

Part III. How does the church relate to other churches and faith communities in the public square in a pluralistic society?

This aspect of the life of the church in the world is what we probably think of as the classical question of ecumenism. Since there are a number of others in this room who are far better qualified than I am to address this question, I will pass it by with one brief observation. 

It has become commonplace over the last two or three decades to observe that the American Christians are loosing, or perhaps already have lost, their sense of denominational identity. I would not dispute that this is true, even among Missouri Synod Lutherans. But to acknowledge that this is true, does not, in and of itself, explain why this has come about, nor does it help us to know how to respond to it. In discussions of this phenomenon it is generally presumed that there is something inherent in late 20th and early 21st century American culture that has shaped our members in such a way that they are unwilling or unable to identify with the denomination and confession to which they outwardly adhere. It is true that American Civil Religion does exert such an influence in such a direction, but the influence of American Civil Religion is not sufficient in and of itself to explain the trend.

The loss of denominational identity among American Christians reflects the extent of the victory of the liberal promotion of personal truth over the historic Christian claim that the Bible teaches propositional truth. As the focus of religious identity has shifted from highly-valued external and prepositional truths to highly-valued individual and personal experience, it is only natural that the institutions that were once the brokers of those external prepositional truths should be de-valued along with the religious identities they represent. The position of the Bible remains high because it can be used to define personal truth as well as be seen as a source of prepositional truth.  This realization can help us understand how to respond to this aspect of American religious culture.

The proper response to this development is not, as some would have us believe, to surrender to the inevitable, but rather to internalize the confession of the church, to move from being a confessional church to being a confessing church.  In other words, we must teach our members how to locate and to define and secure their personal religious identity in the community of faith in which they have made a commitment. If American Christians have lost their denominational identity it is primarily because American church leaders have become more preoccupied with gaining members than with making disciples. Indeed, in those church bodies that have maintained a strong sense of distinctive theological identity there tends to be a correspondingly strong sense of denominational identify among their members.

Part, then, of how churches relate to one another in the public square in a pluralistic society, must be to re-capture and re-internalize the confession to which we adhere so that the prepositional truth that we confess are not seen as objects external to us, bur rather so that our confession becomes the central element of our personal religious identity.

Part IV. How does the church relate to American Civil Religion in the public square?

I suspect that for many of us, the concept of American Civil Religion is not a topic of immediate and ongoing reflection. It is nonetheless a key element of the cultural context in which we daily operate. As I indicated at the outset of this presentation, it is to our own detriment, and to the detriment of our ministries, that historic Christian confessions in America have not paid sufficient attention to civil religion as an aspect of the culture in which we live and serve and, as a consequence, have failed to recognize the force it exerts on our national religious consciousness. 

In the hope of stimulating our reflection on the subject of American Civil Religion, I offer the following theses for discussion.

Thesis 1. American Civil Religion is the state religion of the United States 


of America.

If asked, most Americans would say that we have no state religion, even that the First Amendment of the Constitution prohibits it. While this may be technically, legally, and constitutionally correct, it ignores that fact that here in America we have developed a national religious ideology that performs every function for our society that a formally-recognized state religion serves in other nations.[3]

Specifically, American Civil Religion supplies the “god” element of the traditional American trinity of “god, mother, and apple pie.” It defines that “god” in whom our money trusts and to whom we appeal in song and slogan to “bless America.” And as we saw so powerfully demonstrated last September, American Civil Religion serves the interests of the state by providing our nation with a socially-unifying rallying point in times of national crisis, and a presumed least-common-denominator for our national social discourse.

American Civil Religion differs from other state religions in only two significant respects: first, that it is not vested in an external institution and, second, that it lacks a formal clergy, canon, and corpus doctrinae (body of doctrine). Each of these shortcomings is, in fact, an essential element of our national religious faith. It is a part of the genius of American Civil Religion that it is not vested in an institution. Institutions provide definition and control. American Civil Religion operates on consensus and social pressure rather than institutional power, and is all the more forceful because of it. Moreover, one may oppose institutions on the grounds of conscience. Opposing American Civil Religion is rather like shadow-boxing: you can take your best shot, but you can never quite make contact.

Similarly, the lack of a formal clergy, canon, and body of doctrine are essential elements of our national faith. The clergy of American Civil Religion are rather like the judges of the Old Testament; they are charismatic leaders (usually in our case politicians or entertainers) who arise in time of national crisis and serve pro tempore before returning to their “day jobs” when the crisis is past. And just as our Constitution says whatever the nine justices of the Supreme Court say that it says in any given moment, so the canons and doctrines of American Civil Religion are defined afresh moment-by-moment in the councils of our public consciousness: at one moment Christian, at another deistic, at yet another new-age personal spirituality, always becoming whatever it needs to be to maintain its function as our socially-unifying rallying point in times of national crisis, and a presumed least-common-denominator for our national social discourse.

Thesis 2.      American Civil Religion is now irreducibly polytheistic.

The great religion of the ancient world was that of the Sumerians. Sumerian religion provided the foundation of all that we today think of as the mythology of the ancient world. Moving westward form its roots in what is today southeastern Iran, Sumerian religion was borrowed and modified in turn by the Akkadians, the Babylonians, the Assyrians, the Arameans, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Greeks, and the Romans.[4] The names of the gods changed and the details of the myths were modified over time, but the essentials remained the same. Moving eastward, Sumerian religion provided the ancient background for what eventually developed into Hinduism. Wherever it went in the ancient world, it spread through its chief operational principle: inclusion.[5] All the gods of all the nations were simply incorporated into its pantheon and equated with one or another the gods already there. Enlil becomes El becomes Zeus becomes Jupiter.

I am not suggesting that there is really a direct link between Sumerian religion and American Civil Religion, but they do share a common material principle: the principle the inclusion. At various times and places in our past, American Civil Religion has been in turn Calvinistic, Anglican, Methodistic, or deistic. As America has become more culturally diverse, more pluralistic, American Civil Religion has in turn become increasingly polytheistic. Today and in the future, barring some tidal shift that would make America more culturally uniform, American Civil Religion is and will continue to be increasingly polytheistic to the point that we must recognize that the “god” in whom our money trusts and to whom we appeal to “bless America” will be defined by each speaker and heard by each listener in his own way.

This stands in stark contrast to the scandal of particularity that shapes the historic Christian confession. Historic Christianity, with its insistence that there is but one God and one way, through Jesus Christ alone, that a fallen humanity may be restored to God, is out of sync with American Civil Religion, and will be increasingly so. We ignore this fact at the peril of our witness to the divine truth. Only the most utterly naive Christian can invoke god in the public square with the assumption that everyone else means the same thing by that term that we do. 

Indeed, we must go one further step and recognize that in American Civil Religion today the same is virtually true of the name Jesus also. At the risk of seeming impious, we must recognize that even the Doobie Brothers can confess that “Jesus is just alright with me.” When we use the term god and the name Jesus, we invest those terms with all the proper historic Biblical content.  Those around us in our culture do not. We are foolish if we believe that we are giving a Christian witness just because we use the terms god and Jesus in an orthodox way. When speaking in the public square we must explicitly express the particularity of the Gospel message in such a way that it continues to scandalize American Civil Religion.

Thesis 3.      American Civil Religious events bridge the gap between 


worship and civic events.

Much of the recent discussion among us has proceeded with the frightfully simplistic presupposition that any given event can be characterized as either a civic event in which it is acceptable for an LCMS clergyman to participate or as a heterodox or polydox[6] worship service in which it is not acceptable for a member of the LCMS clergy to participate. This facile distinction ignores the fact that these are not the only alternatives.

Between the worship service (which we recognize by the elements of invocation, confession and absolution, proclamation, celebration, intercession, and benediction) and the civic event (the inauguration of a president, the meeting of a school board, and so forth) there stands another kind of event, a civil religious event. The civil religious event is neither fish nor fowl. It has some aspects of a worship service and other aspects of a civic event.

Perhaps it will be useful to compare these types of events on the basis of the following criteria: the community that participates in the event, the substance of the event (i.e. what actually takes place there), the goal of the event (i.e.  what is the intention or expectation of either the organizers or the majority of the participants of the event) and realm into which this belongs.

The Worship Service  

We begin with what we know very well: the worship service.
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Here the community of participants is primarily that of the confessing body, the people of faith engaged in worshipping a god or gods. There may, in many instances, visitors or outsiders among the confessing body, but they are not the primary community engaged in conducting the event.[7]

The substance, the activities that comprise the event, of religious worship includes such activities as prayer, praise, adoration, thanksgiving, and so forth. Lutherans would emphasize other elements as well, especially the reception of the sacraments and the proclamation of the Word. While all of these elements comprise corporate worship among Christians, they need not all be present for there to be a worship service.

Just as important to the definition of a worship service is the intention (or goal) of those engaged in it. For Christians, the intention of receiving and acknowledging the gifts of God and teaching his Word to believers and proclaiming the Gospel to unbelievers are key goals of worship. Not all of these goals are present in every worship service, and other goals may be more important in other religious traditions.

Finally, the realm to which the worship service belongs is that of the Church.[8]

The Civic Event  

In addition to the worship service, we readily recognize the civic event.
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The community engaged in the civic event is the entire public of the community (at least potentially). Civic events, by their very nature are intended to engage the entire community, and while it is hardly ever the case that the entire community is actually present, even those physically absent are in some way included (morally, or by representation) in the event. 

The substance of the community event is conduct of community business. This may be the coronation of a king or the inauguration of a president, or it may be the meeting of a parliament, town council, or school board, or any other corporate communal activity (such as a sporting event).

The goal of the civic event is the promotion of the community good. This is necessarily vague, and communities conceive of what constitutes their good in many different ways. The key here is that the goal of the event is self-referential, i.e. to meet the needs of the community, however those needs are defined by the community itself.

Finally, the realm of the event is the State rather than the Church. 

The Civil Religious Event 

As long as these two realms, the church and the state, were related to one another through the mechanism of the established (or state) church, these two categories were sufficient to help us sort through the issues that arose. By prohibiting the establishment of a national church, the American constitution has unwittingly introduced something new into this picture. 

While it prohibits the establishment of a legally-favored, or state, church, the U. S. Constitution cannot eliminate Ñ and most certainly has not eliminated Ñ the confluence of social and spiritual forces that give rise to state churches in the first place. To fill this void and provide for those socially and psychologically necessary roles of a unifying rallying point in times of national crisis and a presumed least-common-denominator for our national social discourse, American society have generated a form of civil religion. The outward public expression of this civil religion is an event that is part religious service and part civic event: the civil religious event.
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The civil religious event is, like the civic event, aimed at the entire community. In some communities, this entire community may be predominantly Christian, even predominantly members of a single denomination or church, but the event itself is consciously defined as an event for the whole community rather than for any particular religious community that is a part of the whole.

The substance of the civil religious event is any form of discourse from, to, or about the gods. Such events are commonly promoted as memorial services, prayer services, thanksgiving services. They lack the more formal structure associated with traditional worship services and may blend elements from a variety of religious traditions. American Civil Religious events are not, strictly speaking worship services. Nor are they, strictly speaking, civic events. They are clearly religious events, for they deal with the divine realm, even if from a civil perspective. Whenever people gather in the public square for the purpose of discourse with or about God, there is a civil religious event, and not simply a civic event. 

The goal of a civil religious event is to advance the community good, however the community good is defined by the community. Most often this takes the form of promoting corporate unity and/or cooperation in times of disaster, expressing a corporate sympathy in time of loss, promoting a corporate psychological or spiritual healing, or seeking some community good from the gods. Such events are a part of the expression of American Civil Religion, and perform the same function, in our society, that public services of the state religion perform in other societies. 

The question of the realm of the civil religious event is particularly problematic. It is neither the church, properly speaking (for its community and goals are civic ones), nor is it the state, properly speaking (for its activities are undeniably religious in nature). We are forced to conclude that the existence of civil religion and its external expression in the civil religious event force us to acknowledge an additional realm, that of Civil Religion.

Thesis 4.      American Civil Religious Events are themselves a spectrum 

of activities.

In the preceding section we have identified a “third category” of event, the civil religious event, and its corresponding realm. We must recognize, however, that this category is not monolithic. It is  way-point on a spectrum of activities between civil events and worship services. More to the point, it is itself a spectrum of events, some more religious and others more civil. Indeed, all civil religious events operate on more than one level simultaneously. On one level they exist to serve the needs of the community, and are therefore always civil. On another level they are expressions of the beliefs of the participants, and are therefore always religious. As the balance between these two aspects changes, and as the religious content shifts from more homogeneous to more diverse, depending upon the faith of the organizers and participants within the community, the exact nature of the civil religious event can change dramatically. This is apparent when we examine the criteria described above in more detail.

The Community

With respect to the community engaged in these events, we must recognize that “the public” that engages in a civil religious event is seldom co-extensive with “the public” that engages in other civic events. We see this tendency at work even within civic events. For example, a school board meeting is quite likely to have a higher percentage of attendees with children in school than the general public, for the parents of school-age children are generally more interested in the operation of the schools than those who do not have children in the schools.  With civil religious events, people of faith are likely to be represented in higher percentages than they comprise in the general population.      
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 Confessing Body ◄-----------------------► The Public  ◄---------------------------------► The Public    

The more circumscribed and, especially, the more homogeneous the participating public is, the more a civil religious event becomes like a worship service.

The Substance

Here too, there is a spectrum of activity. The number of different elements common to worship services, and the more prominent these elements are in the event, the less a civil religious event becomes like a civic event, and the more like a worship service. Here, there, is scope for a variety of activities that further shape the nature of the event. For example, the incorporation of a number activities specifically associated with one particular religious group would move the event in the direction of a worship service of a particular confession. 
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 The increasingly polytheistic nature of American Civil Religion has produced two tendencies: either the limiting of expressions and activities in civil religious services to some least common denominator that is thought to be inoffensive to all the participants or the incorporation of increasingly polydox practices that might not be acceptable to any of the groups within their own circles, but are accepted in civil religious events under the compelling social rubric of tolerance. Where the expectation is that the participants will limit their expressions to those that will be inoffensive to all participants, this stricture is sometimes explicitly placed on the participants, but is more often an unexpressed expectation, unexpressed because it is assumed that the general social principle of tolerance will make the expectation obvious to everyone.

The Goal

As with the aspects of Community and the Substance, civil religious events reflect a range of possible goals between the strictly civic event and the worship service. Like the civic event, the overall goal of the civil religious event is the advancement of some community good. 
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Generally, the community good promoted by civil religious events is defined in relation to one of functions of a state religion: the securing of divine blessing, the promotion of civil unity, the provision of a unifying rallying point in times of national crisis, or the promotion of a least-common denominator for the national ideological and moral discourse. These goals are expressly civil goals, and it is inevitable that the state will use the expressions of faith articulated within civil religious events to promote its own ends rather than for those ends that faith itself would seek.

The Realm

In the past, faithful articulation of the teachings of the Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions has required us to define the criteria by which the Synod and its members may and should interact with the state, on one hand, and with other churches, on the other. The appreciation of the role of civil religion in contemporary American culture adds an additional layer of complexity, and forces the church to articulate a new set of relationships, that with the realm of Civil Religion. 
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Civil Religion is not, however, a monolithic entity. It is a range of possibilities from the nearly civil, or secular, on one hand to the clearly religious, even ecclesiastical on the other. In certain contexts Civil Religion may take on a more explicitly Christian, even Lutheran, form. In other contexts it may be more non-Christian, even aggressively anti-Christian. 
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Civil religious events thus constitute a spectrum that operates in more than one plane simultaneously: the plane of religious diversity and the plane that represents the spectrum between the strictly civic and strictly religious events. To evaluate such events, the Church must think in two planes at the same time.     
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In this diagram, the horizontal scale represents the degree to which the event is religious in nature. The vertical scale represents the degree of religious diversity in the event.[9] The location of the event within the matrix thus created depends upon the relative position of the event in each of these planes.  The point of origin in the matrix represents the point at which one scale makes the other irrelevant. If an event is purely civil, it does not matter how diverse the religious views of the participants. If the participants are entirely orthodox Lutherans, it does not matter how civil or religious the event. As one moves outward in either direction from the point of origin, the nature of the event changes and participation in the event becomes increasingly problematic for the pastor or church leader.

From the discussion thus far, it should be apparent that the diverse, often conflicting, interests and agendas of those who organize and/or participate in civil religious events are likely to create problems for the pastor or church official who must evaluate whether or not to participate in them. Participation in civil religious events is likely to place the pastor or church official in a situation in which he must either risk offending other participants or compromising his own confession. However, the wide range of possibilities within the spectrum of civil religious events makes it impossible to specify one simple answer that will suffice in every circumstance. In such an environment we may, however, provide some guidance for the pastor or church leader by indicating the kind of issues involved in making a decision whether or not to participate, depending on where the event falls in the matrix described above. We may also provide some boundaries beyond which one may not go without transgressing. The following theses attempt to provide such guidance.

=====================

Having established the existence and nature of the spectrum of activities that we might refer to under the rubric of the term civil religious event, the question arises of whether, and how, the Church is to relate to such events.  Before answering that question more fully, it is necessary to understand the need for the Church to be engaged with the culture in which it is planted, and the nature of the engagement to which the Gospel compels us. The next two theses address this issue.

======================

Thesis 5.      Both the mission of the Church and the obligation to work for the welfare of our neighbor require the Church to be engaged with the broader society.

In sending the Church into the world with the mission of making disciples, Jesus thrusts His people into an engagement with the cultures and states “to the ends of the earth.” To proclaim the Gospel to those who do not know the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, the Church must be among unbelievers. To witness to truth in the midst of falsehood, the faithful must interact with misbelievers. The Great Commission obligates the Church to be in the world without becoming of the world in order to witness to the world. The love of Christ for the loss compels us aggressively to seek out every opportunity to bear witness to the truth of God in Jesus Christ. Withdrawal into a safe corner can never be an option for the people of God.

Moreover, as Christians live in the world, they are compelled by both the positive implications of the commandments of the Second Table of the Law and the example of Christ to care for their neighbor in need. The ChurchÕs engagement with the world can never be conceived of in such a way that separates witness to the Gospel from genuine care for those in need. The love of God in Christ compels us to care for both our fellow Christians and those who do not know Him, even those who would persecute Him and His people, just as He cares and provides for us daily according to our needs. This, too, drives us into engagement with society.

Thesis 6.      The limits and form Church’s engagement with the world are shaped by the mission imperative and the necessity of faithfulness to the teachings of the Word of God. 

The recognition that being sent by Christ into the world compels the Church to be engaged with the societies within which it is planted does not mean that engagement is an end unto itself. For the Church, engagement with society is always a means to serve the end of faithfulness in and to the Gospel. The engagement of the Church with the surrounding culture is always undertaken for the sake of the mission of disciple-making and the living of discipled lives.  Thus the evangelical mission of the Church and the call to be faithful unto death to the Word of God and the way of the cross shape the interaction between the Church and the culture. Just as we err if we believe that the “spiritual” mission of the Church (i.e. the redemption of lost souls) relieves us of the need to interact with the culture in which we live and work, so also do we err if we allow the desire to interact with the culture to become the driving force that shapes the activity and message of the Church. 

Thus we understand the compulsion to engagement as a kind of general policy statement. This does not mean that every Christian or pastor must engage with every aspect of society at every point. There are always limits to every general policy. The general policy of the commandments of the second table of the law is that Christians should do good. But the command to do good is not without limitation. We may not violate one commandment in order to fulfill another. The first ethical requirement is to do no evil, and then to do as much good as possible without violating another commandment in the process, otherwise the end of doing good would justify every means. Similarly, our first obligation is to remain faithful to the teachings of Christ and His Word. The mission and ministry of the people of God compel our engagement with the world in ways that are consistent with the prior obligation to faithfulness.

This is not to suggest that the Church and the society in which it exists may not share some common interests and needs, and may therefore become “fellow-travelers” for a time. Indeed, the Christian ethic of service to the neighbor will frequently engage individual believers, if not the whole Church, in activities that serve the interests of society. In the United States, for example, Christian pastors regularly perform wedding ceremonies. On one hand these ceremonies are worship services in which we give thanks to God for the blessings of marriage and pray His blessing upon the couple being joined in this divine institution. On the other hand, the pastor, at the same time, acts as a civil magistrate in performing an entirely civil function, that of certifying that the marriage relationship is established within the laws framed by the society and registering this civil act with the state according to its regulations. Pastors may perform this dual, ecclesiastical and civil, function without compromise to faith because in this instance the mission and the need of the state to promote the common good of marriage in an orderly manner correspond with the interests and the mission of the Church to make disciples by nurturing families within God’s order for human relationships. If these two interests did not correspond, as for example in the case of performing same-sex marriages, the Christian pastor would be obligated to refuse to function as an agent of the state in performing such acts and registering such relationships.

The fundamental principle is that the Church must manage its interaction with the culture in such a way that this interaction primarily serves the needs and mission of the Church, and secondarily serves the needs and mission of society insofar as these do not conflict with the needs and mission of the Church.

=====================

In the light of our obligation to faithful engagement, we must consider what principles should guide a pastor or church leader in determining whether or not to participate in a given civil religious event? This largely depends on the exact nature of the specific event. As we have shown above, such events vary on two scales at the same time, and thus may differ widely from one another. In general however, most events will fall into one of three major categories: events that primarily involve Christians interacting with other Christians; events that involve Christians interacting with other religions; and events that are almost entirely civic in nature. The next three theses explore the principles we follow in evaluating these three broad categories of events.

======================

Thesis 7.      To the extent that a Civil Religious Event is an event involving Christians of different confessions, participation in the event must be governed by the same principles that govern our interaction with other Christian church bodies.

We have recognized (Thesis 4) that within the broad category of civil religious events there is a considerable spectrum of activities, some more civil and others more explicitly religious. In some communities and in some instances, a particular civil religious event may be little different in practice from a Christian worship service involving members of a variety of churches within the community. In other instances civil religious events may be polytheistic in nature, involving worship acts by a variety of faith-groups directed toward the worship of different gods. Still other civil religious events may be little more than public rallies with a thin coating of ill-defined religious veneer. The criteria that the Christian pastor employs to evaluate the possibility of participating in these activities is determined in large measure by the exact nature of the individual event.

Where a civil religious event is most like a worship service involving Christians from different confessions, the participation of LCMS clergy in such a civil religious events must be governed by the principles that guide our participation in other heterodox religious activities. We have agreed together and sworn an oath before one another and God that, as a condition of our membership in the Synod, we would renounce unionism and syncretism of every distinction.[10] While, as I have said before in this presentation, I am not an expert in such matters, I believe that I am stating the common understanding of the pastors of the Synod when I say that we have agreed to this because we understand two things:

First , our commitment to the principle of Sola Scriptura entails the view that the proclamation of the Gospel cannot stand on obscurity or intentional deception with regard to teaching.

If we genuinely believe that God has revealed His teaching in His Word for the guidance of faith and life in His Church, then we are obligated to seek to find that truth and, having found it, to live by it. At the same time Christ compels us to love and to work for the true unity of the Church. But we cannot achieve the latter at the expense of the former. While we do understand that life in a fallen world has ragged edges and gray areas, we may not take comfort in nor seek out ambiguity as a cover for disagreement. To do so is to deceive ourselves and to lie to the world. God is not the father of such deeds. 

Second, we believe on the basis of the Scripture that coming together as a community to worship God and receive His gifts in the sacraments is the highest expression of the unity of Christian confession, not an instrument to be used to achieve such unity.

It is commonplace today, both within the liberal ecumenical movement, and within more conservative evangelicalism to treat worship as a means to achieve unity rather than as a fruit of unity. Such a view reflects an overly-individualistic understanding of the relationship between the believer and the community of faith as it stands before God in worship. We believe that such an understanding is at odds with both the Scriptural teaching and historic Christian practice regarding worship.

We further recognize that perfect unity may never be achievable in a fallen world, and confessing Lutherans have not required perfect agreement as a condition of joint worship. The question then arises, “Where do we draw the line? How much agreement is enough?” We have answered that question by assembling in the Book of Concord those documents that we believe articulate the appropriate boundaries for agreement before joint worship is appropriate.

We also recognize that Christians interact in many ways besides corporate worship. Many of those interactions do not employ ambiguity to compromise the truth and do not obligate us to confess a degree of unity in worship that does not exist in fact. Where it is possible for Christians to work together in Christ toward a common end without giving such false impressions, we ought to do so. To the extent that participation by church leaders and pastors in civil events does not employ ambiguity to disguise differences in teaching and does not create a situation in which participants or observers are likely to be led to believe that a false degree of unity exists, such participation may be appropriate

Thesis 8.      To the extent that a Civil Religious Event is an event involving participants from non-Christian faith groups, participation in the event must be shaped by the requirements of the First Commandment.

We have recognized above that as the United States has become increasingly culturally diverse and pluralistic, American Civil Religion has become increasingly polytheistic. Because civil religious events are a fundamental expression of American Civil Religion, they have become increasingly polydox in nature. Insofar as such events involve participants engaged in worshipping different gods, the participation of the Christian pastor or church leader must be guided by the First Commandment.

I take it as a given that we are all agreed that a Christian who engages in the direct worship of a God other than Yahweh, whether in a private devotions or in a civil religious event, violates the First Commandment. Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego understood this clearly (Daniel 3), and I believe that we do also. If any Christian performs such an act in the context of a civil religious event, he is clearly violates the First Commandment.

It is a much more subtle question to ask whether a Christian who worships the true god in the context of those engaged in worshiping other gods also violates the First Commandment. In this respect we often fail to appreciate the full import of the First Commandment by translating the text (Ex. 20:2) as, “You shall have no other gods before me.” The wording of the Hebrew text is rather more precise. God says that we must not have other gods “before my [i.e. His] face’ or “in my [i.e. His] presence.” The point here is that Yahweh is not claiming the right to be first in our affections (as “before” can easily be misunderstood to mean), He is prohibiting us from allowing any other god into His presence. Yahweh does not want to be our first god, or to be first in our life; he must be our only god. The First Commandment is a demand for a radical and absolute exclusivity in our relationship with the realm of divine beings.

We can see the effects of failing to keep this commandment by tolerating other gods in Yahweh’s presence in the example of Solomon. I Kings 11 tells us that Solomon was guilty of unfaithfulness in his relationship with Yahweh in the latter years of his life. How did Solomon sin? He began by tolerating the worship of other gods by his foreign wives. Over time his wives influenced him so that he himself turned away from Yahweh and worshipped the false gods. He began by violating the First Commandment indirectly and ended by violating it directly. Indeed, the repeated judgment against the kings of Judah that followed Solomon was not that so many of them worshipped false gods themselves, but that nearly all of them tolerated the worship of false gods by failing to tear down the high places, etc. Their toleration of the worship of other gods in the presence of Yahweh was itself a sin.

Today our American cultural conditioning toward tolerance flies in the face of God’s demand for a radically exclusive relationship with us whenever that cultural conditioning leads us to tolerate the worship of false gods in the presence of Yahweh. As Americans we may (and do) have to tolerate the worship of other gods within civil society; as Christians we violate the First Commandment any time we tolerate or encourage the worship of other gods in the presence of Yahweh. 

The only possible conclusion upon reading the Word of God is that the people of God must not be a party to any activity that encourages or promotes the worship of other gods. Thus it is possible to sin against the First Commandment through the toleration of the worship of other gods in the context of the worship of Yahweh. The most common way in which we violate the First Commandment in this regard is to engage in the worship of Yahweh in the context of the worship of other gods in such a way that the worship of the false god and the worship of Yahweh may be confused or mixed. We recognize that a speaker cannot control the way that a hearer interprets his words. Nonetheless, in situations where it is likely that an audience, by virtue of its religiously diverse composition, may equate or confuse the worship of Yahweh with the worship of another god, the speaker has an obligation to articulate the scandal of particularity with unremitting clarity. As civil religious events become increasingly polydox, the Christian pastor or church leader is obligated to do everything within his power to prevent those who may hear his words from thinking that the worship of Yahweh is the same as the worship of other gods.

In this respect it is not sufficient to begin with a statement such as, “We Christians believe that ...” or any other form of words that could suggest to the hearer that what the speaker is articulating is simply the “Christian version” of religious truth, and that there may be other equally valid non-Christian perspectives. This is the most common mistake that Christian speakers make when talking about God in the public square. Insofar as the assumption that Christian teaching is but one of many equally valid religious perspectives has become a common view among the non-Christians in American society, we must be especially careful to avoid this type of error, which seems on the surface to be an orthodox expression of faith, but which can easily lead the hearer to a false conclusion.

Also arising in this context is the distinction between praying “with” some group and praying “among” some group. There is clearly a difference between these two. Praying “with” those who believe in other gods (i.e. joining with them as they pray to other gods) is, as we have said, a clear and direct violation of the First Commandment. Praying to the true god in the midst (i.e.  “among”) those praying to false gods may or may not be a violation of the First Commandment, depending upon how it is done. However, even praying an otherwise orthodox prayer “among” believers in other gods can violate the First Commandment if it is done in such a way as to confuse the worship of Yahweh with the worship of another god. In other words, the distinction between praying “with” and praying “among” is useful, but cannot be the sole determining factor.  The determining factor is whether the worship of Yahweh is confused or mixed with the worship of other gods.

Consider a parallel case from the Old Testament: Elijah at Mt. Carmel (I Kings 18). Here at a time of national crisis and within the confines of a single event, the prophets of Baal pray to their god and Elijah prays to Yahweh. Elijah prays “among” the prophets of Baal. He does not sin in this instance because he does not allow the worship of Yahweh to be confused with the worship of Baal, but distinguishes the two by demonstrating that Yahweh alone is the true god, and praying for the defeat of Baal and his prophets. 

The only certain way to avoid violating the First Commandment in a polydox civil religious event is to do as Elijah did: distinguish clearly the worship of Yahweh from the worship of all other gods so that there can be no reasonable room for doubt among the hearers that we proclaim that Yahweh alone is God, and that we are restored to him only by the death and resurrection of Yahweh incarnate: Jesus Christ. Any message that lacks this degree of clarity is likely to give the impression that the worship of Yahweh and the worship of other gods is the same thing.

As a practical matter, the Christian pastor or church leader is faced with one of three options when asked to participate in civil religious events in which the public worship of or prayer to other gods is involved: 1) offend the others present by witnessing to the exclusive claims of Yahweh and the Christian faith; 2) offend God by participating in an event in which we bear false witness regarding who the true god is; or 3) decline to participate.

To summarize, then, in relation to polydox civil religious events we may violate the First Commandment in one of two ways: directly when we ourselves engage in the worship of other gods, or indirectly when we allow the worship of Yahweh to be confused or mixed with the worship of other gods. In civic religious services, which are by nature increasingly polytheistic in the modern American context, the Christian pastor will always run the risk of either offending his hearers by proclaiming the scandal of particularity or of violating the First Commandment through contributing by his lack of clarity to the confusion or mixture of the worship of Yahweh with that of other gods.

Thesis 9.      To the extent that a Civil Religious Event is primarily civil in nature, participation in the event must be shaped by an appreciation of the tension between the interests of the Church and the state.

In addition to the kinds of civil religious events described above (events that are essentially or predominantly religious in nature, whether heterodox or polydox) there are those civil religious events that are predominantly civil in nature. While these have some religious content, that content is typically either so ambiguous as to be meaningless or so minor as to not give a false impression as to the degree of unity among people of faith or to confuse the worship of Yahweh with that of another God.[11] 

When considering whether he ought to participate in such an event, a Christian pastor or church leader still has to consider the extent to which he is being used by the civil realm to promote interests other than those of the Gospel. In the public square everyone has an agenda. Those who organize civil religious events seldom do so for the sake of the Gospel or to advance the ministry of the church.[12] They organize them to serve some civic need. This by itself does not necessarily preclude a Christian pastor or church leader from participating in such an event, unless the civic need conflicts with the need of the Church.[13] 

As a practical matter, the Christian pastor or church leader needs to be particularly careful about participating in civic events (whether civil religious events or purely civic events) that would tend to identify the interests of the Church with the interests of one particular political party or candidate. While it frequently happens that one party or candidate promotes a policy that is more consistent with Christian teaching than that of another, any public expression of support for a political party or candidate is likely to be problematic. There are three reasons for this: 

First, the American tax code prohibits churches and other tax-exempt organizations from directly supporting candidates. 

Second, and more important, is that politics is a hard business that frequently requires compromise. It sometimes happens that churches support candidates, parties, or (especially) legislation on the grounds that it reflects a Christian perspective on an issue, only to find later that the situation, and hence the position of the party or candidate, or the nature of the legislation, changes in an undesirable direction as the political process advances. Alternately, churches may support one party or candidate because of a stance on one particular issue only to find later that their stance on another issue conflicts with Christian teaching.

Third, and most important of all, direct engagement in the political process by supporting (or giving the impression of support for) a candidate or party always runs the risk of politicizing the church, of distracting it from its primary mission, and of dividing the church over an issue that is not directly related to the Gospel.

Thus while Christian pastors and church leaders may be free to participate in civic events and even civil religious events that are primarily civic in nature, they ought not to do so without carefully examining the motivations and intentions of the organizers and other participants, and especially considering whether the participating in the event is likely to place them in a compromising position, or run the risk of creating controversy in the church or congregation over an issue not directly related to the Gospel.

========================

Our final thesis addresses the question of how we relate to one another when we disagree over whether it is appropriate to participate in a given civil religious event. Here we emphasize that each party has an obligation to the whole Church and its mission.

Thesis 10.   Sometimes it is necessary to restrict our own freedom as Christians for the sake of others, and at other times to forgive those who err, and to do both for the sake of the unity of the Church and the mission of the Gospel.

Given the complex factors involved, Christians of sincere faith and good intention will from time to time disagree in their evaluation of these events.  While there are some events in which a pastor or church leader may participate in good conscience, either because they are clearly civil in nature or because they involve only orthodox participation, there are also clearly other events that the pastor or church leader must avoid because of their polydox religious nature.[14] On the borders of these clear cases there will inevitably be disagreements.

While Christians will understand that life in a fallen world has ragged edges and gray areas, we may not take comfort in nor seek out ambiguity. We have recognized that our belief in the objective truth of the revealed Word of God compels us to seek the truth, and having found it to make it the basis of our practice. At the same time, the recognition that difficult areas exist compels us to two other principles: the willing self-limitation of Christian freedom for the sake of the Gospel, and the willing forgiveness of those with whom we disagree in Christ.

In Romans 14 and again in I Corinthians 8, the Apostle Paul discusses the proper attitude of the Christian in those situations in which brothers disagree over how to apply the Word of God in difficult real-life issues.[15] In each instance he reaches the same conclusion: those who believe that they are free to act more broadly are encouraged to restrict their freedom for the sake of the Gospel, the brother, and the Church. Applying this teaching to the question of participation in civil religious events, we can only conclude that when an event falls into the gray area, a pastor or church official would be well-advised to abstain from participating in the event if there is any significant likelihood that his participation would produce conflict or schism within the body of Christ. We have come together as a Synod in order to confess Christ with a single voice to the world while we work together to fulfill Christ’s commission to go and make disciples to the ends of the earth. One can only justify endangering the unity of the Synod in this mission when the alternative would be to compromise the Gospel itself. Thus our commitment to the common mission of the Synod and to one another as brothers in Christ should move us to exercise restraint even when we believe that our case falls into one of life’s gray areas. This is the mature, spiritual course of action to which God, through the Apostle, calls us.

These same motivations, our commitment to the common mission of the Synod and to one another as brothers in Christ, should move us to be generous in forgiving one another when we believe that someone has erred in this regard. We must reprove and correct one another when we believe that our brother has erred (II Tim. 4:2) and yet we must also reaffirm our love for our brother who errs and forgive him (II Cor. 2:7-8).

Both our willingness to limit our freedom in Christ and our willingness to forgive our brother who errs ought to be rooted in the awareness that Satan uses divisions within the Church to impede the preaching of Jesus Christ. Schism is a bad thing, not because we ought to all try to get along with one another as a good social principle, but because schism is almost always to SatanÕs advantage.  As J. R. R. Tolkien once wrote in The Lord of the Rings  in a line they unfortunately omitted from the movie: 

Indeed in nothing is the power of the Dark Lord more clearly shown than in the estrangement that divides all those who still oppose him.[16] 

St. Paul says much the same thing, if with less poetic force, with the added authority of the Holy Spirit (II Cor. 2:10-11):

For if indeed I have forgiven anything, I have forgiven that one for your sakes in the presence of Christ, lest Satan should take advantage of us; for we are not ignorant of his devices.

=====================

Conclusion

The mission for which Christ sends His church into the world compels the church to engage both the society in which we live and other faiths, both on the personal and corporate levels. As we live in mission in a pluralistic (and increasingly polytheistic) world, we must become savvy enough to recognize that not all religious activity around us will fall into the neat categories that we have generated in the past. We must address these new developments with a zeal for right teaching and witness tempered by love for one another in Christ and genuine care for our neighbor.

Too often we have allowed language to divide us. I sometimes think that if John Gray were to write a book about the LCMS he would name it Evangelists are from Venus, Confessionalists are from Mars. We sometimes speak and act in such a way that we give the impression among ourselves and to others that confessional faithfulness and evangelical mission are mutually exclusive propositions, and that we must choose one or the other to be confessional and put orthodoxy first or to be evangelical and put Jesus first. As a corrective to this misrepresentation, we must always remember that Christ gave His Church one mission: to make disciples to the end of the earth. This disciple-making entails both the proclamation of the Gospel (i.e. baptizing them) and confession of the right teachings of the Word of God (i.e. teaching them to obey all that I have commanded them). If we are faithfully to fulfill our calling to be the church in the world we cannot allow these two (evangelization and confession) to be depicted as if they were in conflict with one another. There is no fulfilling our mission without both. And to be the Church in the public square in the pluralistic and polytheistic culture we must embrace both aspects of this one Christ-given mission.

________________________________________________________________________________
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[2] This paper was originally prepared for presentation at a meeting of the Council of Presidents and the faculties of the two seminaries of The Lutheran Church Ñ Missouri Synod on 1 March 2002. Because of time constraints at that meeting, the paper was presented up to the end of the discussion of Thesis Three in the fourth part of the paper. In that presentation there were some minor 

re-arrangements of the material toward the end of the paper and adjustments to the conclusion to make the conclusion of the shortened version reasonably coherent. A printed version as delivered was distributed at the meeting. The version reproduced here contains the original material omitted from the presentation for the sake of time, and a very few minor modifications, primarily a re-working of the graphics and editorial corrections of an insubstantial nature to improve readability.

[3] Historically, these functions are four-fold: 1) to secure the blessings of god for the state and/or society; 2) to contribute to the coherence of the society by establishing a fundamental aspect of the identity that connects the individual to the community; 3) to provide the society with a unifying rallying point in times of national crisis; and 4) to provide a least-common denominator for the national ideological and moral discourse. Of these four, American Civil Religion performs the first two only to a limited degree, and the second two rather more fully. The frequent quotation of II Chronicles 7:14 by evangelical Christians is a clear reflection of the first of these goals in the minds of that group, but probably does not reflect the common expectation within American Civil Religion generally. A rather clearer example of the first function is reflected by the impulse to sing of ÒGod Bless AmericaÓ in response to civil crises.

[4] The exact nature of the relationship between Mesopotamian (i.e. Sumerian) religion and that of ancient Egypt remains a matter of scholarly debate, but most experts in the field would at the very least acknowledge some measure of influence by Mesopotamian religion upon the development of Egyptian religion.  

[5] The two chief theological principles of Mesopotamian religion were 1) the continuity of the divine realm and the material realm; and 2) the circularity of time. These two fundamental theological elements are apparent in all of the progeny of the Mesopotamian faith. As it spread, however, the chief operational principle of inclusion allowed Sumerian/Mesopotamian religion to embrace and incorporate the different religious ideas and local deities that it encountered within the various cultures with which it came into contact.  

[6] Throughout this presentation we employ the term heterodox to refer to those activities that involve different confessions within the broader Christian faith (i.e. Lutherans, Catholics, and Baptists) worshiping together and the term polydox to refer to those activities that involve different faith groups (i.e.  Christians, Muslims, and Hindus) worshiping a variety of gods together. 

 [7] This fact should help us sort out our own worship issues, as too often today we are inclined to focus on the outsider, or the visitor, as though he were the primary community of the event. 

[8] Realm in this case is defined in terms of the traditional Lutheran understanding of the doctrine of the two kingdoms: civil and religious. 

[9] One could generalize this chart by placing the term homogeneous at the bottom of the scale and heterogeneous at the top of the scale. However, because religious diversity includes both diversity within the Christian faith and diversity between different faith groups, I have employed a more specific standard of measure. Here, from the Lutheran perspective, orthodox specifically means in agreement with the Lutheran Confessions, and heterodox and polydox are used as previously defined. 

[10] Article VI  “Conditions of Membership” of the constitution of The Lutheran Church Ñ Missouri Synod, which all members of the Synod (rostered church workers and congregations) pledge by oath to uphold.

[11] The singing of “God Bless America” by an assembly might be an example that meets both of these criteria.

[12] Indeed for a government official or governmental entity to organize a civil religious event for such purposes would likely be held by the courts to be an action in violation of the First Amendment.

[13] As an example, a church or a group of pastors may be asked to participate in a rally in support of a blood drive. Even though the blood drive does not promote the cause of the Gospel, encouraging people to give blood to help their neighbors is consistent with Christian teaching, and should generally be encouraged. Since this does not conflict with the mission of the church, one may participate without giving offense. By contrast, consider a rally in support of marriage. If a pastor were to agree to participate without finding out who is sponsoring the event and who the other participants were, he might find himself on the podium with a gay or lesbian group promoting same-sex marriage. In this case, while marriage is a civic good that is consistent with the teachings of Christ, the union of same-sex couples in a form of marriage is not. In such a case the pastor might discover that he is being used to promote an issue or position that is in conflict with the mission of the Church.  

[14] Unless, like Elijah on Mt. Carmel, he chose to participate by proclaiming the Gospel’s scandal of particularity with such clarity and power that the other participants would clearly be offended.

[15] Each of these cases involves the freedom of he Christian to enjoy the good creation of God by eating meat when other Christians might be scandalized by his actions.

[16] Haldir to the fellowship, in the chapter “lothlorien” in The Fellowship of the Ring.

End of Prof David Adams paper
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Addendum

Also, a distinction needs to be made between Deist Tom Jefferson's assertion that human rights derive, not from a government, but from a god (any god will do), together with songs and cultural trappings reflecting that belief, and the actual cult of the god of the lowest common denominator which is American civil religion, the modern equivalent of emperor worship.

Bob Waters
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