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RIGHTEOUS POWER: Dangerous Intersection of Religion and Politics 

 

Topic sentence: When appeals to divine authority enter struggles for political power, our 

common faith in democratic ideals—as symbolized on the Great Seal of the United States—is 

put in jeopardy. Please bring a dollar bill to the session for reference. 

 

David L. Weddle (PhD, Harvard) is Professor Emeritus of Religion at Colorado College, where 

he taught courses in comparative religion, ethics, philosophy of religion, and American religious 

history—and served as chair of the department. He is the author of Miracles: Wonder and 

Meaning in World Religions (2010) and Sacrifice in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (2017), as 

well as numerous scholarly articles and reviews.  

 

INTRODUCTION. We live in a time (not the first time) when the contest over power in 

American political life is driven in part by religious forces. Demands that religious values direct 

public policy issue from the right and the left. Evangelical Christians seek “dominion” over 

politics and culture, relying on divine intervention to confirm Supreme Court Justices, eliminate 

abortion and homosexuality, and secure election of conservative politicians. Progressive 

Christians claim to follow Jesus in demanding social justice, providing universal health care, and 

promoting liberal candidates for public office. When appeals to divine authority enter struggles 

for political power, what dangers arise for democracy?  

 

SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE 

Jefferson’s European metaphor v. Madison’s “line of separation” 

First Amendment double guarantee: anti-establishment and free exercise 

 

CIVIL RELIGION AS ANTIDOTE FOR RELIGIOUS WARS [Great Seal of the United States] 

 

FAILURE OF CIVIL RELIGION TO MAINTAIN NATIONAL UNITY 

Persistence of Narrative of a Christian Nation 

Promotion of Dominion Theology: theocracy, Christian exclusivism 

Formation of political alliances on religious grounds: evangelicals and traditional 

Catholics on abortion and homosexuality 

Rise of Identity Politics, including specific religious identities and Nones 

Renewal of Progressive Theology: social justice, political freedom, cultural pluralism 

 

FUTURE OF RELIGION AND POLITICS IN AMERICA 

Public policy free from covert religious beliefs (as in abortion and gay rights) 

Restoration of common faith in democratic ideals as human rights and values (Dewey) 

Elimination of claims to divine authority in political campaigns and programs 

 

CONCLUSION. Jewish folk tale: leave God out of it and attend to the Law for human benefit. 


