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At the end of most of my worship services | say “Go in Peace, with Love always
as your guide.” | guess | could say “Bless you,” or “God bless you,” but since | don’t
believe in god, at least, not today, | would rather say something meaningful to me and to
you, and which doesn’t force a contradiction, because even |, as an ordained minister,
don’t profess to speak for an almighty force of the universe. My role is to observe and
reflect and consider and suggest and confess.

| must confess that even being steeped as | am in godtalk and religious thinking,
and in spite of the fact that | claim to think metaphorically when people use religio us
language, | feel sick to my stomach when politicians say “God bless you!” after every
speech. I've been reflecting on that visceral reaction, and considering the whys, for at
least two decades.

This has been going on a while in my life.

| was so happy when Christiane showed me Michael Moore’s book, Dude,
Where’s My Country?, and the chapter on Jesus W. Christ where God breaks into
Moore’s writing to admonish the banderers and those who use God to promote their
own agendas, like our current president. He even mentions the “God bless America”
phase sweeping our country, and how wrong it is in a global age to put one country
above another, one people above another. | was so happy to read this because | so
often think that I’'m alone in my reactions to these seemingly simple statements. Surely,
| can allow them to be a phase, and understand where the people might be coming
from!

But | can’t psych myself out of this feeling of aversion every time | hear someone
say, “God bless you.”

It's everywhere. You even see it on the signs the homeless use to pander
money on the street corners. And you know why? Because they know that it is a
bandwagon upon which everyone is jumping, from the poorest to the richest, and
especially the politicians. It's been building for a long time. And now, the Democratic
party has jumped on, too.

| tell myself, “This, too, shall pass!” But I'm not so sure.

We ministers are expected to understand the difference between church and
state and what is allowed in a 501¢(3) organ ization, a tax-exempt religious institution.
We thought we were doing very well, keeping politics safely on the side when in the
pulpit, speaking only to the issues and being careful not to mention candidates by
name, or if we did, not to preach about why one is better than the other. Then, the
radical religious right found ways to promote political agendas without breaking the legal
regulations, and we religious liberals were asleep at the wheel.

We learned to change our language, to reconsider what o ur relationship really is
with politics. The sound bite that we ministers were given, or took up, is that there is a
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difference between respecting the separation of church and state, and acknowledging
the fundamental relationship between faith and politics. Rick Warren, pastor of the
Saddleback Church and author of The Purpose-Driven Life, uplifted that distinction as
his excuse to hold what Washington Post writer Kathleen Parker described as a
“religious interrogation by an evangelical minister” of Barak Obama and John McCain in
August. (“Why were they there?,” Arizona Republic, 8/20/08)

Warren had invited these presidential candidates to a political debate at his
church, asking their positions on evil and their relationship with Jesus Christ. Kathleen
Parker writes that “The Warren Q & A wasn’t an inquisition exactly, but viewers would
be justified in squirming.”

Let me remind you of our religious atmosphere in the country at the moment. It's
not just my imagination that people are riled up about whether someone who served our
country should believe in God, and not only in God, but in a Christian God. Here is a
clue: Kathleen opens her article with the words, “At the risk of heresy...” Her full
opening sentence is this, “At the risk of heresy, le t it be said that setting up the two
presidential candidates for religious interrogation by an evangelical minister -- no matter
how beloved -- is supremely wrong. It is also un-American.”

I’m not alone in feeling this weight of religious oppression. Mi chael Moore points
it out in good humor in his book. And this Washington Post writer has to acknowledge
the risk of heresy, also probably in good humor. But, really? Imagine our evangelical
relatives and friends and their reaction to the idea that a pre sident might not believe in
their Christian God!

We know who is running our country, in spite of the Constitution, which a certain
president sorely challenged these past eight years. The religious, the radically religious,
the fundamentalists and evangelicals and the religiously conservative are judging
people by their beliefs. That is why the Democratic Party had to get on the religious
bandwagon, or lose the vote.

| was watching the Democratic National Convention and on August 27 they
interviewed the Rev. Leah Daughtry, the CEQ of the convention. Soledad O’Brien of
CNN asked, “Can Leah Daughtry bring faith to the party?” Leah responded that the
party already has faith, and that they have been successful in changing the face of the
party, that the Democratic Party is one of faith, not secular, which was the old view.

There is an interesting article in The New Yorker of September 8, 2008, entitled
“Party Faithful,” by Peter J. Boyer. Now if you can get through the first several pages on
the history of the influence of the Catholics on the political scene as well as on
President Bush, he begins to talk about the issue of religion in politics in this current
debate. He writes about a man named Douglas Kmiec, a professor of constitutional law
at Pepperdine University School of Law, who, as a republican, has become impressed
with Obama’s argument that, in Kmeic’s words, “religion shouldn’t be a wedge issue”
and “we should stop demonizing each other on that basis.” (p. 29) Kmeic goes on to
say that “Religion necessarily is a source of morality, and morality is necessarily the
place where we draw laws from...even the Supreme Court gets itself tangled on that
proposition.” (29)

Which brings me to a recent Barna Group study on morality in the United States.
They entitled their article “Young Adults and Liberals Struggle with Morality,” and it's
dated August 25, 2008. (Barna.org) They asked people to respond to whether they
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