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Sunday, April 12, 2015: Second Sunday of Easter
Theme:
Can people accuse you of being with “The Nazarene, Jesus”?
Scripture:
John 20:24-31; 15:18-27; 16:33; Mark 14:66-67; 
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM RESTORATION ACT has become a hot button for our nation in the last two weeks.  The wording of the act confuses me because “Restoration” implies to me that we had lost “Religious Freedom” and now need governmental action to restore it.

When we use the adjective “Religious” with freedom we are recognizing the significance of religion.  A Religion is a collective system of beliefs about the divine, values and worship practices.  The truth is that everyone practices “Religion” of some type—even atheists and agnostics.  History reveals a tricky reality about human beings and religion—we want everyone to believe like we believe and live by our standards.  

“Religious Freedom” was a key motivation to the early settlers in the “New World.”  But it was lost in their desire to control life in their communities. 

The Pilgrims, so the poet sang, had crossed the perilous Atlantic seeking “freedom to worship God” but that was in 1620.  In the intervening years, few of the earliest British colonies in North America had been havens of religious freedom. Quite the contrary. In several colonies, especially in New England, a dominant and intolerant clergy insisted on strict conformity to their own ideas of proper creed and worship. Dissenters were harassed; in the early days, some simply went away, striking into the wilderness and founding new colonies of their own… (Thomas H. Eliot, Governing America: The Politics of a Free People, Second Edition, 1964, 132)
The early declarations for religious freedom were designed to limit the government’s power to declare a particular religion as the state religion.  The actual declaration of Religious Freedom from the Constitution of the United States reads:

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof… (Article I, Amendments to the Constitution of the United States).

From its earliest days, the U.S. has struggled to balance church and state, religious faith and individual freedom, the sacred and the secular.

· Can a state or one of its subdivisions, excuse churches from paying property taxes?

· Does transporting children to parochial school constitute support of religion?
· Did readings from the Bible and recitation of the “Lord’s Prayer” in public school imply un-neutral support or “establishment” of the Christian faith?

· Did members of the Church of the Latter Day Saints have a right to plural marriages? 

· Did a member of the Jehovah Witnesses have a right to avoid participation in the pledge to the flag of the United States?
Sadly, religious freedom has been used as an excuse for evil actions: slavery, use of hallucinogenic drugs for religious worship and racial discrimination.  Parents have withheld medical treatment to their children and inflicted abusive treatment of their children in the name of religion.

“Same-Sex Marriage” seems to be the key issue at the core of this round of the battle for “religious freedom.”  

· Are entrepreneurs illegally discriminating if they refuse to do business with a person who is homosexual?  
· Does an American have the right to choose whom they will do business with?
· Does an American have the right to marry the person they love?
The April 13 issue of Time Magazine includes an article attempting to analyze the long-brewing battle that came to a head recently in the Religious Freedom Referendum Act in Indiana.  The subtitle of the article: “How a showdown over religion and gay rights is changing the culture war.”  


When advocates for same-sex marriage were a small but vocal minority, they were at pains to say that they weren’t interested in changing the religious definition of marriage—only the civil laws. The Battle of Indiana shows how difficult it is to draw such a clear line.  Scripture speaks to every historical hot-button issue, from slavery to dietary laws, from veils to virginity, from vengeance to forgiveness. The sacred texts bump up against the civil law, not always gently.

From its earliest days, the U.S. has struggled to balance church and state, religious faith and individual freedom, the sacred and the secular. With so much wind under their wings, proponents of LGBT rights have moved the goalposts—as human rights movements naturally do.


But after Indiana, if you happen to be a traditionalist on the topic of marriage, if the passages of the Bible or other sacred books speaking of marriage between a man and a woman still compel you, well, you might conclude that your very freedom to believe is at stake (TIME, April 13, 2015, p. 31)
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM RESTORATION (REFERENDOM) ACT
Where is it going?  What will the results be?  What will the nation look like ten or twenty years from now? 
The Scripture calls us to be advocates for righteousness and witnesses for Jesus.  See Micah 6:8; Jeremiah 22:3; Acts 1:8.
Though we cannot control the world around us, we are called to live as citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven in the midst of our world (Matthew 5-7).  Jesus tells us that the Kingdom of Heaven is near and is alive through all who follow him as Lord.

Jesus warns us of a spiritual battle that is raging in this world (John 15:18-25; 16:33)
Christians, we live as followers of Jesus in this world regardless of what the world says.  We don’t submit to standards of the world. As we work our way through another storm we need to listen to our Lord Jesus.  See John 18:36-37; 14:6-7.
The key issue in the current battle over “Religious Freedom” is the question of “same-sex marriage.”  It appears that “same-sex marriage” will soon become as common as divorce in our nation.  Some denominations within Christianity have already redefined marriage as a covenant of two people who love each other.
How do we respond?  Jesus set the pattern for our response:

· He taught marriage as a union between a man and a woman for life (Mt. 19:4-6).
· He also taught us to love one another in a way that respects them as persons but without compromising truth and God’s standard of justice for ourselves.
· He fellowshipped with people ostracized by the general public due to their sinfulness (i.e., publicans and prostitutes).  He transformed the publican Levi into an apostle we know as Matthew.
· He taught a new way of dealing with “sinners.”

· Grace to a prodigal child when the law called for the execution of a rebellious child.

· Grace to a woman caught in adultery when the law called for execution.

· He advocated for justice.

· He taught a standard of righteousness for daily living (Matthew 5-7)

· He ministered to the marginalized people of society by healing diseases, casting out demons and honoring them as people loved by God.
· He taught us to pray: “Our Father in Heaven … Thy Kingdom Come and Thy Will Be Done on Earth as It Is In Heaven.”  

· He then launched that kingdom in a way that has permeated the nations and kingdoms of this world.

· He pointed to a day when he would collect the citizens of that kingdom into a city built by God

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM RESTORATION ACT

· Be a follower of Jesus in your personal life

· Identify Jesus as Your Standard for Truth
· Advocate “Truth” as described in Scripture for our nation

· Practice tolerance with Christian Love for fellow Americans who disagree with you
· Cultivate a steady, quiet spirit that honors Jesus as our Lord

Finally, live in such a way that people will be able to identify you as a person who was “with that Nazarene, Jesus.”  (Story of servant girl identifying Peter as a follower of Jesus, Mark 14:66-67)
