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The following text is the 2007 Christian Life Commission Report to the 
Convention.  The front cover of this issue of Therefore is inspired by Swiss 
theologian Karl Barth’s (1886-1968) advice to young theologians “to take 
your Bible and your newspaper and read both.  But interpret your newspapers 
from your Bible.”1  In no small measure, this advice was a commentary on 
the relationship between religion and politics.

Introduction

One of the unwritten rules of most family gatherings 
and church socials is that polite conversation 
avoids two topics: religion and politics.  We 

particularly avoid talking about religion and politics 
together.  All too often we lack the knowledge, patience, 
and skill to navigate the deep divides of partisan politics 
in these settings, and in the service of familial and 
congregational civility, we tend to steer clear of discussions 
about candidates, social issues, public policies, and their 
faith connections with people who might not share our 
views.  Such avoidance is predictable and yet sad, for 
the very settings where opposing views might be safely 
explored with people who are bound to us by something 
deeper than partisan politics have become off limits for 
these discussions.

Furthermore, Baptists who champion religious liberty 
through separation of church and state are understandably 
concerned that the interface between faith and politics 
might violate this distinctive.  Erring on the side of 
caution, we sometimes separate religion and politics in 
ways the First Amendment neither requires nor intends.  
The actual language of the religion clauses, “Congress 
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” intends to 
separate religion and government institutionally, but 
not absolutely.  The framers clearly wanted to disallow 
established religions, state-supported churches, and any 
government initiatives which would impair freedom of 
religion for all citizens.  Yet it is also clear that many of 
the framers advocated religious liberty because of their own 
religious convictions and that these religious convictions 
drove their support of other human rights protected by 
the First Amendment.  Religion and politics have always 
been a volatile mix in American life, but a mix which has 
nonetheless been a vital and generative force throughout 
our history.

And fi nally, separating religion and politics also has 
resulted from a narrow understanding of the gospel itself.  
Christians in general and evangelicals in particular have 
sometimes interpreted the gospel almost exclusively in 
terms of individual salvation.  The church’s task was to 
preach the gospel, to invite people to accept Christ, to be 
baptized, and to join the church—period.  Preaching and 
teaching about Christianity’s connection to social and 
political issues was seen as not only secondary, but actually 
subversive to the primary task of evangelism.  According 
to this approach, the church’s job was to save souls, not to 
transform society.

The Politics of Jesus

Notwithstanding these historic factors and motives, 
Christians have during the past few decades increasingly 
come to understand that Christianity is inherently 
political, at least in the root sense of the word.  In all of 
our diversity, we have discovered this common truth: 
while Christian faith and practice undeniably bear on 
our personal relationships with God and our individual 
behaviors, being a Christian in the world bears on other 
things as well—on our responsibilities to the poor, to the 
sick, to the young, to the elderly, to families, to future 
generations, to the earth itself, and thus to what is loosely 
circumscribed by the Greek word polis.  In the fi rst century, 
polis meant “city,” not only in the geographical sense, but 
also in the broader sense of “community.”  To be a good 
citizen of a community meant to work for the good of the 
community or, to use a contemporary phrase, to ensure 
“the common good.”

Christianity is inherently political, not because it 
easily aligns with any one political party, but because 
throughout the New Testament we are directed to attend 
to the needs of the polis.  In this sense Jesus’ synagogue 
sermon at Nazareth is seminal:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
 because he has anointed me
  to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
  and recovery of sight to the blind,
 to let the oppressed go free,
 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.

(Luke 4:18-19)

Reading from the scroll of Isaiah, Jesus defi ned his 
ministry in terms which were precisely linked to his own 
fi rst-century polis, a realm dominated by the geo-politics 
of the Roman Empire, by the oppression of the poor by 
the rich, of the weak by the powerful, of peasant farmers 
and herdsmen by local despots and absentee landlords, of 
revolutionary brigands by imperial forces.  Into this world 
where impoverished masses were alternately ignored and 
exploited by wealthy elites, Jesus proclaimed his good 
news, or in the koine Greek of Luke, his “gospel.”  To 
both the delight and the dismay of the congregation 
at Nazareth, he boldly proclaimed, “Today this scripture 
has been fulfi lled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21).  Many 
scholars believe that Jesus’ synagogue sermon was an 
announcement of the year of Jubilee, the Sabbath of 
Sabbaths in which debts would be forgiven and land would 
return to original owners.

In any case, Luke’s narrative testifi es that Jesus literally 
gave his life to the embodiment of this proclamation.  
Seemingly everywhere he went, he reached out to people in 
need—healing the sick, feeding the hungry, turning back 
death, welcoming outsiders, touching the untouchables.  
He also reached out to people in charge, inspiring Zacchaeus 
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to right his wrongs, 
inviting the rich young 
man to surrender the 
one thing he held 
back, insisting that the 
religious establishment 
recapture the core 
covenantal truths 
of the Law and the 
Prophets.  And to those 
who would co-opt his 
support to do violence 
against their oppressors, 
Jesus marched to 
Jerusalem, surrendered 
to the authorities, and 
endured crucifi xion, 
the Empire’s punishment of choice for revolutionaries.  
The gospels, it seems, are full of the politics of Jesus, 
framed by his announcement of the Kingdom of God: “The 
time is fulfi lled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand; repent and 
believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:5).2

According to Mark, Jesus’ announcement closely 
followed the arrest of John the Baptist, who called 
Palestinian Jews to submit to baptism, a rite normally 
reserved for Gentile converts to Judaism.  In John’s view, 
the coming Kingdom required nothing less than a radical 
reorientation of lives and convictions.

Jesus’ announcement of the Kingdom was even 
more shocking than John’s.  As he moved throughout 
Galilee, a bastion of restless discontent, he prophetically 
reinterpreted fi rst-century Judaism.  He insisted that those 
who would enter the Kingdom must be concerned with 
what goes out of their being (words and deeds), not what 
comes in (ritual impurity).  Faithfulness to the ancient 
covenant between God and humanity must resume its 
rightful role as the center of authentic teaching and 
practice, and the radical demands of the covenant must be 
heard and followed:

Think not that I have come to abolish the law 
or the prophets; I have come not to abolish them 
but to fulfi ll them. . . . For I tell you, unless 
your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. 
   (Matthew 5:17, 20)

In the Kingdom of God, Jesus said, covenantal 
righteousness is not fulfi lled by legalism.  Motives 
are just as important as actions.  Character precedes 
behavior.  Even proportionate retaliation must give way 
to nonresistance.  Love for neighbor must be joined 
to love for enemies.  Piety must be private and real.  
Acquisitiveness must yield to generosity.  The poor 
need to be fed.  The sick should receive care.  The lame 
must be helped up.  The blind should regain their sight.  
The outcast must be embraced.  The outsider should be 

included.  The fi rst 
shall be last, and 
the last shall be fi rst.  
Those who grasp to 
preserve their lives will 
lose them.  Those who 
lose their lives for the 
Kingdom’s sake will 
fi nd them.  Authentic 
leaders are those who 
serve.

To anyone who 
might be tempted to 
regard Jesus apolitically, 
the gospels have an 
unmistakable message: 
think again.  Jesus is 

political because he will not allow us to live complacent, 
selfi sh, and detached lives.  Living in the Kingdom of God 
in the middle of time, we are directed to engage the polis 
with the politics of Jesus.

Furthermore, the polis of fi rst-century Palestine is 
eerily similar to our own.  Across the globe, impoverished 
masses are alternately ignored and exploited by wealthy 
elites, and the disenfranchised are oppressed by people in 
power, often on the basis of race, ethnicity, and gender.  
In both America and the developing world, absentee 
landlords own most of the property in urban and rural 
poverty centers.  Small family farming operations are being 
engulfed by feudal and corporate interests.  Even though 
slavery is illegal in nearly every country, human traffi cking 
and slavery persists and fl ourishes.  And violence abounds: 
as an expression of protest against oppression and injustice, 
as a means of squelching such protests, and as the result of 
the breakdown of social order and traditional economies.

To be sure, we are threatened by problems which 
are unique to modernity, like the threat of catastrophic 
environmental degradation and the use of nuclear 
weapons, and blessed by extraordinary advantages—at 
least in the developed world—including thriving middle 
classes and broadly available education and health care.  In 
America we are gifted to live in a participatory democracy 
which allows and empowers us to make a difference.

The point is that when we approach the intersection 
of religion and politics, the old adage “religion and politics 
don’t mix” in fact sorely misses the point, for as we have 
seen, the good news of Jesus is inherently political.  The 
challenge which this intersection presents is not how 
artfully we can avoid religion and politics in polite 
conversation, but how faithfully we can engage religion 
and politics in the polis which frames our lives.

Changing the Conversation

To engage religion and politics faithfully in 21st 
century America, we must face at least two intractable 
problems.  First, while increasing numbers of Christians 
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on both sides of 
the political aisle 
have come to 
understand that the 
gospel is inherently 
political, many 
of us still live as 
though it were  
not.  Not only do 
we fail to fulfi ll 
the most basic 
responsibilities 
of Christian 
citizenship, e.g., 
voting, identifying 
and understanding 
issues, contacting 
our elected 
representatives, 
we also fail to attend to the needs of the polis.  Contrary 
to the clear teaching of Jesus, we live as though there 
were no homeless, no global poverty, no racism, no ethnic 
cleansing, no one without health care, no injustice, and no 
oppression in the world.  While we may understand these 
realities at a theoretical level, we are too preoccupied with 
the demands of everyday life to attend to them.  Though 
we are sometimes guilt-stricken by passages like the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) and the Parable of 
the Last Judgment (Matthew 25:31-46), our sense of guilt 
generally fails to break the grip of self-absorption.

Second, whenever we do speak out on behalf of issues 
which clearly mattered to Jesus, our political discourse 
is all too often co-opted by partisan politics.  Before we 
ever engage Aunt Sue or Brother Bob in a discussion of 
current events and how those events might connect to the 
politics of Jesus, we feel compelled to probe other frames 
of reference.  Is Aunt Sue a Democrat or a Republican?  
Is Brother Bob a conservative or a liberal?  Do they 
watch Jon Stewart or Bill O’Reilly?  Do they think 
global warming is real or made up?  Do they favor capital 
punishment or oppose it?  Do they think that abortion or 
global poverty is the most important issue we face?  Any 
chance at genuine engagement with the politics of Jesus is 
trumped by previously determined partisan positions.

Offi ce holders and candidates seemed to be locked 
into the same sad paradigm.  Speaking to predominantly 
African-American congregations in the inner city, they 
take one approach.  Speaking to a men’s prayer breakfast 
in white suburbia, they take another, and speaking to a 
national convention of mainline Protestants, they take 
still another.  Not surprisingly, we generally have little 
confi dence that the religious speech of politicians is 
indicative of their actual beliefs.  But before we accuse 
public offi cials of disingenuous posturing, we should blame 
ourselves for surrendering to the primacy of partisan 

politics in the fi rst 
place.  Politicians 
posture because 
we have made it 
abundantly clear to 
them that, like the 
rest of America, the 
faith community 
is fractured along 
partisan lines.  We 
who are the Body 
of Christ, we who 
have been called 
by Jesus to be salt, 
light, and leaven 
on behalf of the 
politics of the 
Kingdom, have 
allowed ourselves 

to become pawns in the game of secular politics.  This 
unfortunate state of affairs has come about because we 
have capitulated to lesser powers and acquiesced to other 
gods.

Christians who serve the polis, which is to say 
Christians who are worthy to bear the name of 
Christ, can and must change the conversation between 
religion and politics.  We begin to do so, not by forming 
a “Christian” political party or withdrawing from existing 
political parties, but by committing our lives and fortunes 
to the politics of Jesus ahead of all other allegiances.  
Ahead of our commitments to liberalism or conservatism, 
to the Republican Party or the Democratic Party, to the 
NRA or the ACLU, we must allow the clear priorities of 
the Kingdom of God to focus our speech and actions in 
both the public square and our own congregations.

Aligning ourselves with the politics of Jesus is, of 
course, much easier to talk about than to do.  It is not 
easy to discern how Jesus’ commitments to the poor, 
to the disenfranchised, and to the Way of the Cross 
translate into public policy.  There is legitimate room for 
discussion between people of good faith regarding the 
policy implications of issues like abortion, environmental 
justice, stem cell research, and war and peace.  We often 
have to choose between candidates whose loyalties and 
priorities are less than ideal.  We usually have to choose 
between political parties which espouse compromised and 
confl icted platforms and policies.

These and other challenges notwithstanding, there are 
some things we can do to change the terms and quality of 
the conversation between religion and politics in our own 
congregations:

� We can practice the politics of Jesus.  We can 
serve one another, tell the truth, behave as though 
our union in the Body of Christ matters more than 
our political divisions, help the poor, welcome the 
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stranger, and be reconciled to our enemies.

� We can intentionally cultivate, through the power 
of the Holy Spirit and mutual encouragement, 
certain virtues which allow us to be governed by 
the politics of Jesus.  Humility enables us to hear 
other viewpoints before judging them, to admit 
when we are wrong, and to avoid the pretension 
of knowing everything.  Patience allows us to wait 
out the slow wheels of progress and to live for 
another day.  Integrity allows us to be centered in 
Christ and to develop a constancy of character 
upon which others can rely.  Courage allows us 
to hold fast to the politics of Jesus even when 
it is costly to do so.  Truthfulness allows us to be 
transparent in our agendas, honest in presenting 
information about issues, and cognizant of our 
own lies.  Compassion allows us to put people 
ahead of ideologies and to see the humanity of our 
opponents.

� We can practice civil discourse and Christ-
centered discernment regarding the pressing 
issues of our time in the context of congregational 
Bible studies.  Rightly divided, the Word of God 
always challenges cultural assumptions and calls 
us to address contemporary issues.  In the setting 
of relatively small study groups which allow and 
encourage interaction, we can come to understand 
better and to appropriate more faithfully the 
politics of Jesus in the course of discussions with 
those whose political views differ from our own.  
Sometimes these study groups simply teach us 
to agree to disagree, but other times they allow 
us to learn from one another and to fi nd Christ-
centered truth which bridges deeply entrenched 
divisions.

Religion and Politics in the Public Square

As individuals, Christians can also impact the 
interface between religion and politics in the public 
square.  We can learn as much as possible about important 
issues from responsible and balanced sources.  We can fi nd 
out what offi ce holders and candidates do and say about 
these issues.  We can get involved in partisan politics, even 
as we maintain ultimate allegiance to the politics of Jesus.  
We can vote in elections.  We can evaluate as fairly and 
objectively as possible how offi ce holders and candidates 
respond to important and pointed challenges regarding the 
welfare of the polis and needs of people:

� addressing the needs of the poor, the homeless, 
and the disadvantaged;

� providing care and justice for other vulnerable 
groups, e.g., the elderly, the mentally ill, the 
disabled;

� ensuring access to medical care;

� requiring that the justice system provide justice for 
all;

� working for peace in a violent world;
� making sound economic decisions to reduce the 

debt burden;
� maximizing religious liberty for all;
� promoting stewardship of the environment;
� enhancing the well-being of families;
� educating all of our children;
� providing jobs for the unemployed who are able 

to work and the underemployed who work but 
cannot earn a living wage;

� working for racial and ethnic reconciliation;
� crafting just immigration policy;
� enacting effective measures to respond to 

substance-abuse and addiction;
� protecting children and other vulnerable people 

from exploitation and abuse.

People of good faith will identify and prioritize issues 
differently, and no candidate or offi ce holder will address 
all issues with equal vigor.  It is nonetheless important 
to address these and other issues and needs directly or 
indirectly posed by biblical ethics as they provide a starting 
point for the interface of religion and politics in the public 
square and the possibility of transcending politics as usual.

Churches and Political Involvement

The rules of engagement regarding the interface of 
religion and politics are different for congregations than 
for individuals.3  Legally, churches are considered to 
be tax-exempt nonprofi t organizations and as such are 
subject to certain restrictions under section 501(c)(3) of 
the Internal Revenue Code.  While the code limits the 
amount of activity a tax-exempt organization can devote 
to attempting to infl uence legislation (no substantial part 
of the organization’s activity can be devoted to lobbying), 
the code actually bans intervention in political campaigns.  
Churches, along with all other tax-exempt nonprofi ts, may 
not participate in political campaigns on behalf of or in 
opposition to candidates for public offi ce.

Because contributions to 501(c)(3) organizations are 
tax-exempt while contributions to political campaigns 
are not, it follows that organizations which benefi t from 
tax exemption are prohibited from electioneering.  Were 
this prohibition not in place, churches would not only be 
subject to manipulation by political parties and campaigns, 
but also to becoming front-line battlegrounds for partisan 
political infi ghting.  If churches are willing to give up their 
tax exemption, the First Amendment guarantees that they 
can engage in as much electioneering as they want, subject 
to the same campaign fi nance laws that apply to all groups 
in America.

Whether or not a 501(c)(3) organization is unlawfully 
participating or intervening in a political campaign is 
determined on the basis of specifi c facts and circumstances.  
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The following questions and answers are intended to 
clarify political activities on the part of churches which are 
permissible and impermissible under the law:

Do all religious groups fall under the 501(c)(3) 
classifi cation?

No.  The tax code includes a distinct category—
501(c)(4)—for nonprofi t organizations which may engage 
in electioneering and substantial lobbying but which 
consequently may not receive tax deductible donations.  
Some of these organizations are religiously oriented and 
distribute their materials to churches.  Churches within 
these distribution networks must remember that the 
levels of political involvement available to 501(c)(4) 
organizations (electioneering and substantial lobbying) are 
different than those available to 501(c)(3) organizations 
(no electioneering and insubstantial lobbying).

Does the prohibition against electioneering mean that 
churches are prohibited from speaking out on issues?

No.  Tax-exempt non-profi t organizations may take 
positions on public policy issues, including issues that 
divide candidates in an election for public offi ce, but these 
organizations must avoid issue advocacy that functions 
as political campaign intervention.  A communication is 
particularly at risk of political campaign intervention when 
it makes reference to candidates or voting in a specifi c 
upcoming election.

Example: A church has 
become actively involved in 
supporting the work of an inner-
city homeless shelter.  Several 
church members are engaged 
in volunteer ministries, and 
the pastor has encouraged the 
congregation to contact the 
mayor and their city councilman 
to advocate increased funding 
for the shelter.  Funding for 
the shelter has also become 
a campaign issue in the 
upcoming municipal elections 
featuring both mayoral and 
city council races.  In all of 
his communications to the 
congregation, the pastor avoids 
mentioning the candidates’ 
positions on the issue of funding 
for the shelter and keeps his 
message focused on the biblical 
mandate to help the poor, the 
growing ranks of the homeless 
in the inner city, and the 
demonstrable inadequacies of 
the shelter.  His advocacy for the 
shelter substantially predates the 

election campaign.
In this case, the pastor and the congregation have not 

violated the political campaign intervention prohibition 
because their communications have focused on funding 
for the shelter and not the candidates’ positions on this 
issue in the upcoming election.  Furthermore, their 
advocacy for the shelter is clearly independent of the 
election itself, originating before and continuing after the 
election.

Must churches restrict their discussion of issues during 
election campaign periods?

No.  Churches are always free to speak out on the 
social, moral, and ethical policy issues of the day, even 
during election campaign periods, provided these issue 
discussions that are not linked to support for or opposition to 
candidates.  The fact that candidates may align themselves 
on one side or another of an issue does not adversely 
impact this freedom.

What rules apply regarding candidates for non-elective 
offi ce?

Section 501(c)(3) does not prohibit political 
campaign activity with respect to candidates for 
appointive political offi ce.  If an appointment is made by 
or must be confi rmed by a legislative body (e.g., Justice 
of the Supreme Court), tax-exempt nonprofi ts’ support 
for or opposition to the appointment would be classifi ed 

as lobbying activity, and thus 
be subject to the insubstantial 
lobbying limitation.

May churches become involved 
in voter education, voter 
registration, and get-out-the-
vote drives?

Yes.  Churches are 
permitted to conduct voter 
education activities, including 
the presentation of public 
forums, the publication of 
voter education guides, and the 
conducting of voter registration 
and get-out-the-vote drives 
provided these activities are carried 
out in a non-partisan manner.

Example: A candidate 
running for the state legislature 
features as an important element 
of her platform her opposition to 
legalized gambling and the pro-
legalized gambling record of the 
incumbent.  Shortly before the 
election, the candidate’s church 
sets up a telephone bank to call 
registered voters in the district 
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and in conversation, the callers tell voters about the harms 
of legalized gambling and ask questions about the voter’s 
views on this issue.  If the voter appears to agree with the 
incumbent’s position, the church’s representative thanks 
the voter and ends the call.  If the voter appears to agree 
with the challenger’s position, the caller reminds the voter 
about the upcoming election, stresses the importance of 
voting in the election, and offers to provide transportation 
to the polls.

In this case the church is engaging in impermissible 
political campaign intervention under the guise of a get-
out-the-vote drive.  Inviting all potential voters to vote in 
an even handed manner without regard to their positions 
on issues or candidates would make this effort nonpartisan.

Does the political activity prohibition apply to the 
political activities of clergy?

No.  The prohibition against electioneering by 
churches and other 501(c)(3) organizations is not 
intended to restrict free expression on political matters 
or public policy issues by the organizations’ leaders as 
long as they speak for themselves as individuals.  For 
their churches to remain tax exempt, however, clergy 
cannot make partisan comments in offi cial organization 
publications or at offi cial functions of the organization.

Example:  A minister who is well known in the 
community attends a press conference at a candidate’s 
campaign headquarters three weeks before the election 
and endorses the candidate for re-election.  The minister 
does not say he is speaking on behalf of his church.  
His endorsement is reported on the front page of the 
local newspaper, and he is identifi ed in the article by 
his position.  Because the minister did not make the 
endorsement at an offi cial church function, in an offi cial 
church publication, or otherwise use the church’s assets, 
and because he did not state that he was speaking as a 
representative of his congregation, his actions do not 
constitute illegal campaign intervention, either by the 
minister or by his church.  While the minister’s political 
endorsement in this case does not jeopardize his church’s 
tax-exempt status, such endorsements may have other 
negative consequences, e.g., polarizing the congregation 
along partisan political lines, which are unrelated to the 
tax code.

May our church invite candidates to speak during 
church events, including candidate forums?

Yes.  Congregations may invite political candidates to 
speak at church events, provided their approach is consistently 
nonpartisan.  Facts and circumstances which indicate a 
nonpartisan approach include:

� The church provides an equal opportunity to 
participate for all political candidates seeking the 
same offi ce.

� The church avoids indicating any support for or 

opposition to the candidate (including candidate 
introductions and communications concerning the 
candidate’s attendance).

� No political fundraising occurs in the context of 
the church event.

� Questions for the candidates are prepared and 
presented in a nonpartisan manner.

� The topics discussed by the candidates cover a 
broad range of issues that the candidates would 
address if elected and are of interest to the public.

� Each candidate is given an equal opportunity 
to present his or her view on each of the issues 
discussed.

� The candidates are not asked to agree or disagree 
with positions, agendas, platforms, or statements of 
the church.

� The moderator avoids making comments on 
the questions or otherwise implying approval or 
disapproval of the candidates.

May our church invite a candidate to appear in a non-
candidate capacity at a church function?

Yes.  A 501(c)(3) organization may invite a public 
fi gure to speak in his or her non-candidate capacity, 
provided that the appearance is not staged to advance the 
public fi gure’s candidacy.  A candidate for public offi ce may 
be invited to speak because she or he holds or has formerly 
held public offi ce, has led a distinguished public service 
career, or offers some expertise which is of interest to the 
organization.  If a candidate is invited to speak for any of 
these reasons, the organization must take steps to ensure 
that no explicit or implicit endorsement of the candidate 
occurs.  The candidate must speak only in a non-candidate 
capacity and neither the candidate nor representatives 
of the organization should make any mention of the 
candidacy.  Furthermore, the organization must ensure 
that no campaign activity occurs in the context of 
the appearance and that the organization maintains a 
nonpartisan atmosphere.

Example: A church invites the chair of the city 
council to make brief remarks at the opening of the 
church’s new job-training ministry.  The chairperson is 
currently running for re-election, but the church clearly 
indicates that her appearance owes simply to her role 
as a community leader to mark the launching of an 
important community service.  No mention is made of her 
candidacy or the upcoming election either at the event or 
in promotional communications about the event.  In this 
case the church does not violate the political campaign 
intervention prohibition.

These are a few selected examples out of a complicated 
body of law, and this summary is not intended as legal 
advice which covers all conceivable issues.  For more 
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information, consult the Internal Revenue Service for 
related bulletins.

Conclusion

Given the bitter partisanship of contemporary 
American politics, it is easy to come to the cynical 
conclusion that true statesmanship and genuine public 
service are relics of the past and that winning is the only 
thing that matters.  Phil Strickland, the former director 
of the Christian Life Commission who spent nearly forty 
years advocating for the 
needs of the polis, loved to 
offer a description to the 
contrary.  In his last major 
public address, he stood at 
the podium beside a state 
senator with whom he had 
worked to improve the 
lives of Texas children and 
spoke through a knowing 
grin and with a twinkle 
in his eyes about “little ‘r’ 
republicans” and “little ‘d’ 
democrats.”  Unlike their 
capital letter counterparts, 
Phil said, these politicians 
subordinated their partisan 
divisions to serve the 
common good, working 
through real philosophical 
differences to practice both 
statesmanship and public 
service.

Part of our task as 
Christian citizens is to 
help reclaim an ethos 
which both demands and 
empowers this kind of 
statesmanship and public service.  Doing so requires us 
to stop placing all of the blame for what is wrong with 
politics at the feet of politicians and to admit that we are 
part of the problem.  All too often, we have bought into 
politics as usual instead of the politics of Jesus and failed to 
communicate to candidates and offi ce holders our earnest 
conviction that the needs of the polis transcend the politics 
of power.  Asking ourselves some hard questions can begin 
to move us in the right direction:

� Will we put the politics of Jesus ahead of partisan 
and personal agendas?

� Will we marshal the honesty and persistence 
required to extricate the abiding interests of the 
Kingdom of God from the morass of partisan 
politics?

� Will we fi nd the integrity and courage needed to 
embrace the prophetic imagination ensconced in 
scripture and embodied in Jesus?

Taking the time and expending the effort to 
communicate consistently with politicians regarding the 

needs of the polis will help 
them to understand that 
we care about more than 
our own vested interests.  
Allowing our voting to be 
informed by the politics of 
Jesus will help confi rm that 
understanding.

Religion and politics 
is a volatile mix, but one 
which the gospel demands 
we engage faithfully and 
skillfully.  Doing so is a task 
which God alone will help 
us accomplish:

I appeal to you 
therefore, brothers 
and sisters, by the 
mercies of God, to 
present your bodies 
as a living sacrifi ce, 
holy and acceptable 
to God, which is your 
spiritual worship.  Do 
not be conformed 
to this world, but 
be transformed by 

the renewing of your minds, so that you may 
discern what is the will of God—what is good and 
acceptable and perfect. (Romans 12:1-2)

1 For more information, see Princeton Theological Seminary, Seminary 
Library, Center for Barth Studies.  The quote is from Time Magazine, 
May 31, 1963.

2 Cf. John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans, 1972).

3 For more information, see Politics and the Pulpit: A Guide to the 
Internal Revenue Code Restrictions on the Political Activity of 
Religious Organizations, The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 
and numerous IRS publications.  We are indebted for the content of 
this section to these resources and the following web links: http:divinity.
wfu.edu/rpa/cep.html and http:bjconline.org/resouces.


