The Silent Church
Or: The Failure of the Church to Be the Soul of a Nation

By Bob MacGregor
A Vote for Values

    
 Anyone who followed the presidential election of 2004 recognized the major role the church played in swaying voters from every congregation across America to turn out and vote for values.  Every state measure that defined marriage as a covenant between one man and one woman passed overwhelmingly.  The distinct platforms of the two major parties (one supporting more traditional values and the other courting liberal social ideologies while trying to appear in the center) drove Americans to cast more votes for a candidate who clearly represented traditional values than any previous president in United States history.

Ideological Division

     
As could be expected, the weeks following the election left the nation emotionally and ideologically divided. However, the nation was not the only place that experienced division.  Confusion rose in the church about its role of being the moral voice to the nation.  
Separation of church and state became a hot topic not only outside of the Church but also within the church.  More specifically, the church grappled with its primary role to society.  One school of thought promotes the idea that the church is to “render to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s,” that being that the church’s primary purpose is to focus on spiritual matters and let the world take care of its own affairs (Mt. 22:21).  In this view, the church is expected to leave government alone as it deals with the temporal issues of this life while the church focuses on spreading the gospel.  “We are not in the business of dictating morality,” the thinking goes. “People will answer to God for their behavior.”  As the Westminster Confession states, “God alone is Lord of the conscience.”  
The reasoning behind this school of thought is “why do we seek to impose upon another’s conscience something that they do not believe” (e.g. such as holding the view that homosexuality is sin)?  “What this person really needs is to get saved, and then they will receive the light of the Holy Spirit and repent of their wrong behavior.  Until then, the church is to try and reach souls and bring them to repentance, not try and curb or control people’s behavior before being regenerated.”  The argument concludes that “this will only divide the church from the individual that the church is trying to reach.
Church and State Allies

     
The other school of thought follows the thinking of John Calvin who believed that the church and the state though separate were actually allies.  Both the church and the state answer to God as God is their sovereign ruler.  Both play a distinct role in God’s purpose.  
Calvin likened it to the church being “the soul” of society and the state being “the body” of society.  The state exists to protect the church in its mission to be the soul of the nation.  In other words, the church becomes the moral voice of the nation and the state protects the church in this mission.  If the church is not the moral voice of the nation, then the state becomes supreme, even in the area of establishing morality.  This has happened with the Supreme Court of the United States.  On the one hand, it granted rights that were needed, but, on the other hand, it has literally silenced the church in its role, opening the door for the government to legislate morality, especially the morality of relativism and agnosticism.  
     
The relationship of church and state that Calvin promoted was the basis for the relationship between church and state in the conception of the United States of America.  Many of the early colonists fled the persecution of Europe to establish a society where the state was “the body” and the church was the “soul.”  When independence from England was established, everyone understood that the role of government was to protect the church in its mission. 
What Jefferson, Madison, and others wanted to do was to disestablish a national denomination, leaving the individual states to work with the established church in its region – Congregationalists in the New England states, the Episcopal Church in Virginia, the Presbyterian Church in Pennsylvania, etc.  There were official state churches in these areas, even paying ministerial salaries up to the 1830’s.  Even on the federal government level, our founders believed that the country would turn to chaos and tyranny without the moral voice of the church.  They saw a Christian commonwealth among the churches that was to be the moral voice of the nation.  That view has changed, unfortunately, in the last 50 years.
Church and State at Odds

     
Christians in both schools of thought believe that the state needs to be resisted when it infringes upon the practices of the church, but what should the church do when the state is giving license to individuals to commit evil acts against society, such as supporting abortion, giving free reign to pornography to destroy men and families, or redefining the institution of marriage?  What will be the result of such indifference by the church?

     
There is no better example of the consequences of such indifference as in the institution of slavery in colonial and early American history.  A nation that was birthed from a foundation of colonies being established to secure religious  freedom from European oppression, tolerated, supported, and profited from the slave trade, whether they owned slaves or not.  In early Colonial North, colonists owned slaves.  Even after the abolition of slavery in the North, it was the Northern sea vessels that brought the Western African slaves to the South.  In the South, a whole agrarian economic system was established based on slavery, a system fueled in the early 19th century by the invention of the cotton gin and a labor force provided by Northern ships.
Where was the American Church?

     
Where was the church’s voice when all this happened?  Even though there were pockets of southern Christians raising their voices against slavery, such as the Baptist Church in Virginia joining with Jeffersonian tenants condemning slavery as a violent deprivation of rights, it was the clergy of the church that cemented slavery as a justifiable institution in the south.  In many history books, it is presented that the South rallied around slavery because of a fear of northern economic superiority or even a slave uprising, but in actuality, the church itself played a major contributing factor.
     
Southern Christians began to defend slavery as biblical, saying that the Bible supported such practices and never forbade it.  The abolitionists in the North argued that the Bible permitted polygamy in the Old Testament too, but “did that make it moral?”  The Methodists, Presbyterians, and the Baptist denominations split over slavery, forming Northern and Southern branches.  The Southern Baptist Church, which has so much notoriety today, was established due to justifying the institution of slavery as biblical.

     
The matter was finally settled by the American Civil War that claimed 600,000 lives. The Battle Hymn of the Republic declared that God had “loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword.”  Lincoln, in his second inaugural address, reflectively and humbly stated that the Civil War was God’s judging hand on both North and South for the national sin of slavery.  One hundred and thirty-nine years later we are still grappling as a nation with the social ramifications of racism, bitterness, and segregation.  The church has paid dearly for its silence on this subject.  Where the church failed to sit in the seat of judgment prior to the Civil War, God had to come and bring judgment Himself.
The Church in England

     
In England, it was much different, the campaign against slavery was led by the Methodists and evangelical Anglicans, John Wesley being one of the major voices.  William Wilberforce, an Anglican Evangelical, led the charge in the Parliament, and by 1834 slavery, the slave trade was abolished without war.  The church sat in judgment and prevented God from bringing His judgment to bear on England where the church in the United States failed in its responsibility to be “the soul” of society.
The Church in Germany

    
 In Lutheran Germany, the traditional thought had always been that the church was subject to the state and the clergy was answerable to the government.  Luther did believe in the separation of church and state, leaving the business of the soul to God and the church while “the reign of the world extend no further than body and goods and the external affairs of the good.” However, in Luther’s mind, this was not a complete separation.  
This strange relationship between the church and the state where the church subjugated part of its affairs to the state backfired in the time of Hitler.  All of Germany rallied around Hitler because he wanted Germany liberated from the unjust demands of the Treaty of Versailles that blamed Germany for the cause of WWI and made Germany pay for war debts.  
In the beginning of the rise of The Third Reich, the church thought Hitler would leave the inner spiritual life of the church alone as in the early days of Lutheranism.  However, that view quickly changed.  Hitler and the Nazis ousted the Lutheran bishops of their choice and demanded that German Christianity be revamped by casting out any church member with Jewish blood.  The church protested, claiming that no Fuhrer could stand above the Word of God, but by now, Hitler was in control.  He closed seminaries, drafted ministers into the military, purposefully placing them in dangerous arenas of the war and even sent leaders to concentration camps.

     
The church was courageous, even inspiring.  Albert Einstein said, “…now I feel a great affection and admiration because the Church alone has had the courage and persistence to stand for intellectual truth and moral freedom.  I am forced thus to confess that what I once despised I now praise unreservedly.”  As noble as this effort was, one needs to examine what philosophy of church and state in Germany led to this oppression.
Church and State under God

     
One reason for this oppression was that the church passively submitted herself to the state, instead of seeing both state and church equal under God as two sovereign bodies.  This pacifism led to oppression.  The second error was made in failing to address the anti-Semitism of German nationalism.  Secure that Hitler would leave the church alone, they failed to be a relevant voice to stop the growing influence of the National Socialist party that prompted Jewish hatred, nationalism, and an unbiblical class structure.  
The Lutheran Church even cooperated with Hitler in forming one National Church.  They allied at the beginning of German nationalism with a subtly evil social agenda that would eventually lead to the slaughter of 10 million innocent people and lead the world into war.  It was the state, and it was rallying Germany.  Why challenge the state when the church was to concentrate on the inner spiritual life of the people?  History revealed the catastrophic consequences of the church’s error.  Once the Protestant Church was awakened, it was too late.
The Early Church

     
Arguing from the point that the church is not to address secular issues but to focus its energies on the gospel, it has been pointed out that the Early Church did not concern itself with the reformation of Rome.  As they point out, there were no social reform movements in the first century, only the preaching of the gospel to bring men to Christ.  To continue with this argument, one would need to say that the church endorsed slavery because there is no scripture in the New Testament prohibiting it or attempting to abolish it.  
Just because the church did not attempt social reform in the first century, doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t use the opportunity if it was given.  It was suffering mass persecution from government and religious sectors.  They were pragmatic and knew they didn’t have the platform; however, in due time, when the platform was granted, the 

Church stopped the gladiator games, changed penal codes, and influenced social reform for the poor of Rome.  The rule is constant:  transformed people bring transformation to culture.  Anything less can be viewed as moral apathy.
    
 It also needs to be questioned what the Early Church would do if it were accepted and had a platform to address the social ills of Rome.  It is difficult to imagine the Apostle Paul (who addressed the issue of homosexuality and sensuality of Rome in the first chapter of Romans, stating that God in His disgust lifted moral restraint off of culture as an act of judgment) not addressing these practices of Rome if he had the opportunity.  I believe he would do that without neglecting the gospel. 
Paul saw these social ills in society heading to reprobation and deeper bondage.  In our day sin is spoken of generically:  Paul defined it and called man to be washed from it.  Grace was not cheap, and judgment would come on the believer and unbeliever both for such actions (Ro. 1:18-32; I Co. 6:9-11; 11:29-3).
A Cry for Help

    
 Everyone has heard a story about someone overcome by some horrible circumstance where they were crying for help and were not rescued.  Those who passed by were aloof, dispassionate and focused on their own agendas and self preservation.  There are many justifications why people do not get involved with rescues, all of them sounding reasonable.  The church today is no different.  Society is overwhelmed with deception and moral decay while the church is consumed with its agenda and vision.  
The self-preserving fear of the church is that if we confront social ills, we will lose people.  The sad scenario is that eventually the church and society will reap the consequences of such silence.  Society will go down the slippery slope of degradation and deception, making it very difficult to reach the unsaved of these nations.  More serious than that, the judgment of God’s fury will be poured out on such nations.  Those who feel that the church will be exempt from such wrath, should consider the dead Christian soldiers from both the North and the South lying on battlefields of the American Civil War or the persecuted Lutheran Pastors on the Western Front or in Hitler’s concentration camps.  The church cannot afford to be silent; for both it and the world will pay.
No Silence, Please!
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