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God and Country:  Election 2012 
 

 
Let us pray… 
 
For the first time, in 2012, you could be an atheist and win election to the Presidency of the 
United States.  Since 1958, the Gallup poll has asked Americans if they would consider 
voting an atheist into the highest office.  During the 2008 presidential election, the majority 
were still saying “no”.  But this June, 54% of surveyed individuals indicated they would vote 
for a “well-qualified” atheist for president.  The atheists among us with political aspirations 
should be aware, however, they are still behind other groups voters have shied away from 
in the past:  while 54% of voters say they’d support an atheist, 58% would vote for a 
Muslim, and 68% would vote for a gay or lesbian person.  We can all pray for the day 
when “well-qualified” trumps all other qualifiers in our selection of president, assuming we 
can find people who are “well-qualified”. 
 
This news from the land of surveys might be related to another survey announced this 
week, this one from the Pew Research Center.  You probably heard that the number of 
Americans who identify themselves as not being connected with any religion increased 
almost five percent in the last five years alone, now representing almost 20% of the total 
population.  So it makes sense:  as more of us are unaffiliated with a religious tradition, or 
have children, friends, coworkers who are agnostic or atheist or unaffiliated, we become 
more comfortable with leaders who are likewise.  (As an aside, the Pew data also 
determined that for the first time since the founding of this country, Protestants are a 
minority in the United States.  I’m thinking now we’re in that “under dog” position, we’ll rally 
together and create some amazing new movement!)   
 
For better or for worse, it seems that we don’t have an atheist to choose from during this 
year’s presidential election.  We’ve got Barack Obama, and Mitt Romney.  Barack grew up 
with virtually no religious affiliation, before being baptized at Trinity United Church of Christ 
as an adult, having encountered the congregation in his community organizing work.  Mitt 
Romney was born into the Church of Latter Day Saints, aka the Mormons, and has been a 
leader in that tradition throughout his life…  But according to another poll, nobody cares.  
Pew Research Center, following yet another round of research, determined that religion is 
not going to be a big factor in this year’s presidential election:  researchers found that the 
majority of likely voters are “comfortable” with each candidate’s religious background, and 
claim religious affiliation will have no impact on their selecting a candidate.  Now, I have to 
say I heard this news with incredibly mixed feelings.  This is so different from four years 
ago!  In 2008, during the Republican primaries, Mitt Romney had to give a clarifying and 
comforting speech about his membership in the Church of Latter Day Saints, convincing 
people that the LDS is a Christian denomination.  Barak Obama had to distance himself 
from the sermons of UCC pastor Rev. Jeremiah Wright, who was extremely critical of 
American policies around the world.  You know that in the UCC the congregation needn’t 
agree with or follow what they hear from the pulpit, even prophetic sermons based in 
scripture, but that was a foreign concept for much of the country.  It’s great if we’re 
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becoming more tolerant of our candidate’s religious traditions and less reactionary.  But 
selfishly, I loved it when the rest of the country was focused on religion:  finally, everybody 
cared about the stuff I think about every day. 
 
In truth, I don’t actually believe that religion isn’t a significant factor in this presidential 
campaign.  Perhaps the specific affiliation of each candidate isn’t an issue, but religion has 
found plenty of other ways to get itself time on the nightly news these days.  And so that’s 
our focus today, the intersection of religion and politics.  Or the intersection of lack of 
religion and politics.  As a pastor, I strongly uphold the individual’s right to believe in 
nothing; faith has meaning when it is experienced with an open heart, not because the 
alternative is to be ostracized by society.  I certainly don’t want religion used as mandatory 
padding on a presidential resume.  And I will vehemently defend the separation of church 
and state.  Plus, I know there are plenty of atheists in church pews on any given Sunday.  
 
To discuss the intersection of religion and the presidential election, we could review Nuns 
on the Bus vs. Catholic Cardinals, the panel of male religious experts speaking about 
abortion, the Capital Hill Prayer Partners who are praying that this election will help the 
country return to “traditional Christian values”.  Or even something as routine as the two 
parties’ platforms.  During the Democratic National Convention, there was a lot of hoopla 
as the delegates voted whether or not to put “God language” back into the platform.  Now, 
all too often I get my news via soundbite and Comedy Central.  So I have to admit I saw 
the video of the actual vote several times – when they called for the vote three separate 
times without it ever actually being clear who won.  It wasn’t until this week that I made the 
effort to look up what the specific language was.  You’re all better informed than me, I’m 
sure, but in case you’ve forgotten:  The amendment returned language from the 2008 
platform to the 2012 edition, restoring the following: 
"We need a government that stands up for the hopes, values and interests of working 
people, and gives everyone willing to work hard the chance to make the most of their God-
given potential." 
So the item wasn’t even specifically about God or faith in God, God was simply an 
adjective describing the noun “potential”.  There is a whole other section of the Platform 
that talks about the value of religious communities and the importance of freedom of 
religion.  But pundits went on high-alert, saying the Democrats had “purged God” from their 
platform.  (Trivia question:  How many times does “God” or another name for the divine 
power appear in the Constitution?  Once:  in the signature portion, “in the year of our 
Lord”.)  The Republican platform includes the word “God” 12 times:  NINE of which were 
part of the phrase “God-given” – God-given rights, God-given abilities, the God-given 
natural beauty and resources of this country, etc.  So apparently when our political parties 
call upon God, they are both pretty focused on what God gives US.  We’ll return to that in a 
moment.  
 
Last Sunday was decreed “Pulpit Freedom Sunday” by the Alliance Defending Freedom, a 
group that describes itself as defending the First Amendment, in particular the right of free 
speech as well as their interpretation of the religious component of that Amendment.  On 
Pulpit Freedom Sunday, clergy are urged to “speak Truth from the pulpit”, using biblical 
and theological basis to advocate for and against the candidates for President of the 
United States.  The ADF’s position is that churches (they didn’t mention Jewish temples or 
Muslim mosques) and their pastors have the right to decide what is discussed from the 
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pulpit, without fear of losing tax-exempt status.   Their concern is with the so-called 
Johnson Amendment, a change to the Internal Revenue Code passed in 1954, having 
been proposed by then-Senator Lyndon Johnson.  That amendment, originally aimed at 
unions that were criticizing Johnson, makes a non-profit organization’s tax-exempt status 
dependent upon the organization refraining from supporting or opposing a particular 
candidate or party for office.  (As if we can’t all tell pretty quickly anyway who the Nature 
Conservancy or the NRA would really like to see in office.)  According to this law, along 
with not advocating for or against a particular candidate, churches and other nonprofits 
cannot legally raise funds or even donate meeting space on behalf of particular 
candidates.  Churches are free to support voter registration and endorse positions on 
issues, and hold a candidate forum, as long as all candidates are invited to participate.  Of 
course, congregation members as individuals can have bumper stickers and buttons 
proclaiming their views, but the church cannot display anything endorsing a particular 
candidate, or even have materials endorsing a candidate available for distribution.  
 
Now, I am not one of the pastors signed on to Pulpit Freedom Sunday; I began preaching 
on presidential elections at the beginning of my ministry, before there was any such thing 
as Pulpit Freedom Sunday.  I am following the practice of “Election Day Sermons” that 
began in colonial Massachusetts.  In the 18th century, Election Day was a holiday that 
began with canon firing, military exercises, and then a processional of government officials 
from the seat of government to a nearby church.  With the most politically important 
members of the community listening carefully, pastors were expected to preach – for 
several hours – sermons that addressed the issues facing voters.  (Barbara Brown 
Zikmund) 
 
I promise, I will not preach for several hours this morning.  I will also refuse to promote a 
particular candidate.  Even with an election-oriented sermon planned, I wouldn’t sign on to 
Pulpit Freedom Sunday.  First of all, my research into the organization quickly revealed 
their assumption that the United States is and should increasingly be a “Christian country”, 
and I would not want to overtly or inadvertently add my support to such a goal.  But more 
importantly, I have no intention this morning of speaking for or against either of the 
candidates for President of the United States.  Not because I’m afraid of the IRS, but 
because of my great respect for you, your own thoughtful reflection, the diversity of your 
perspectives, and the humbling knowledge that I possess no “Truth” to proclaim from this 
pulpit.  I don’t believe that any religion should be dictating public policy.  But I do believe 
that as individuals, our spiritual beliefs should be intertwined with every moment of our 
lives.  So I hope that we can talk about the issues raised by this presidential campaign, for 
a community of faith needs to be a place where we can discuss – and even pray about – 
the most important subjects in our world.  In contrast to Pulpit Freedom Sunday, I’d be 
more likely to sign on to a pledge a group called the Interfaith Alliance created in response 
to Pulpit Freedom Sunday.  The Interfaith Alliance asks clergy (including rabbis and 
imams) to pledge that they will: 

- Educate members of our congregation about how our faith relates to 
issues of the day. 
 

- Refrain from endorsing any candidate, either explicitly or implicitly, in or  
on behalf of our house of worship. 
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- Prevent partisan speech from candidates or their surrogates, as well  
as the distribution of partisan materials, in our house of worship. 

 
- Resist using or soliciting the resources of our house of worship for the  

exclusive benefit of any candidate or party. 
 

- Respect candidates whose religious beliefs are different from my own,  
and stand against the use of religion to divide our communities. 
 

- Encourage members of our congregation to take an active role in civic  
life, including casting informed votes. 

 
These are spiritual practices, requiring tolerance and patience and compassion. If the only 
impact faith had on politics was to bring more civility into the public discussion, just that 
would be a miracle. 
 
Mohandas Gandhi wrote, “Those who say that religion and politics should not mix do not 
truly understand either.”  For me, these words speak a deep truth.  My faith is grounded in 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, religions whose heroes were kings and judges and enemies 
of the state, religions that have stories about revolt and revolution and persecution by 
political powers, religions that have texts that condemn the policies and actions of 
governments.   And while I am certainly no expert on the religions of the world, I imagine 
that such links between religion and politics would be found elsewhere, such as the non-
violent protest of Gandhi’s Hinduism.  Religion and politics are both concerned with how 
we survive difficulties and celebrate success, how we relate to each other, determining our 
individual responsibility to the broader world, and fulfilling the purpose of our lives.  It is my 
perspective that whatever spiritual beliefs one might have and whatever political views one 
might hold cannot be kept apart from each other like children separated for a time out.   
 
What part of your faith do you take with you into the voting booth?  If you had to explain or 
describe or defend your life and principles and decisions to someone, where would your 
faith fit in, if at all?  What does your religion have to do with the profession you chose?  
What does God have to do with the way you spend your money?  What role does this 
community of faith play in the mountains and valleys of your life?  If you run for president 
someday it looks like voters might decide such questions are irrelevant to your candidacy.  
But our spiritual principles should be, now and always, relevant to who we are, the lives we 
lead, and the socio-political choices we make.  So what is the connection in our own lives 
between what we believe and what we do, where we are on Sunday morning and where 
we are Monday through Friday, what we believe and who we vote for?   
 
This morning’s scripture reading, from Psalm 72, calls for the king, or “leaders” in this 
translation, to “be as just as God”.  The Psalmist isn’t worried about the leaders’ religious 
affiliations, but their actions.  The psalmist wants the leader to bring justice for the poor, 
watch out for the weak, keep tyrants on a tight leash, work for peace and harmony.  If the 
psalmist was figuring out who to vote for for president, he would care about not what the 
candidates believe, but what they do.  The psalmist looks at his own religious values – 
justice and compassion and freedom and peace – and prays for a leader who will bring 
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these values to life.  The psalm is a job description of the sort of leader the psalmist is 
hoping for. 
We might write our own psalm this morning, our own description of the leader we would 
hope for:  “God of love, give us a president who will…”  In a moment of boundless hope, 
we could end that verse with our highest spiritual principles.  …A president who will 
promote the common good.  …A president who will pay attention to “the least of these”, 
the poor and the oppressed and the marginalized.  ...A president who will lead us to be 
good stewards of the earth and citizens of the world.  …A president who will help us make 
worthy sacrifices for the future.  …A president who will help us to see the ways in which we 
are connected, and help us to find ways to celebrate our incredible diversity.   
 
In fact, such a psalm seems a helpful counterpoint to the platforms crafted by both political 
parties.  Remember that “God-given” language?  The God of compassion, like the 
psalmist, is much more focused on what God asks of us, not what we’ve been given by 
God.  Put another way, “Ask not what your God will do for you, ask what you will do for 
your God.”  Abraham Lincoln reminded us long ago that the question isn’t whether or not 
God is on our side, the question is whether or not we are on God’s side.   
I tell you, the particular faith traditions of the presidential candidates matter to me not one 
bit.  Although I do think more diversity would be interesting:  I’d love to see a Buddhist 
debate a Pentecostal debate a Wiccan.  But really Mormon, Protestant, atheist doesn’t 
determine my vote.  But MY faith tradition matters to me a great deal when it comes to 
choosing a presidential candidate.  I begin with the greatest commandment, to love God, 
my neighbor, and myself, and weigh the attitudes and actions of the candidates against 
that principle.  You might begin with different religious principles and / or wind up checking 
a different box.  But what matters is if we have both made our decisions with integrity, with 
reflection, and attention to our faith.  In the weeks ahead, may we move beyond the 
soundbites and the political theater to discern, when we go into the polling booth, what 
choices will most deeply reflect our spiritual principles. 
 
Most importantly, as your pastor, I hope that you will indeed vote, and so participate in a 
process that many people have given their lives to protect. I am thinking particularly of the 
incredible effort of women less than a hundred years ago to earn the right to vote.  Just 9 
days after our next election, it will be the 95th anniversary of the “Night of Terror”, when 33 
women were jailed in Virginia following a demonstration for the right to vote.  Charged with 
“obstructing traffic”, the women were considered traitors, and throughout the night were 
beaten, kicked, dragged, choked, and stabbed by 44 club-wielding prison officials.  
Historians consider the public exposure of the women’s treatment to be the turning of the 
tide in support for women’s right to vote, which was made law three years later.  When not 
so long ago people just like us had to work so hard and take such risks to get to vote, we 
should be running with joy to the polling station.  Now I know that sometimes it seems like 
every politician is just saying what it takes to get elected, and we worry that they’ll get into 
office and break their promises, and Massachusetts is probably not up for grabs anyway.  
But we lose the right to complain when we opt out of the process, so go to the polls for no 
other reason than it earns you the right to criticize whoever is president for the next four 
years.  
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No matter who wins, we will be back here in worship on November 11, to pray for those 
who won and those who lost and the country that we are called to love and wrestle with 
and work within.  And as always and everywhere, God will be here with us.  Amen.  


