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Hey Christian, What’s the State For?


Most Christians would agree that political activity is not God’s primary method for them to effect change and have a ‘salt and light’ influence on the world.  But they also believe that their responsibility as citizens compels them to vote for the best (or least bad) candidates for office, encourage elected officials to pass legislation that encourages morality while discouraging or punishing immorality, and sometimes even run for office themselves.  These coincident beliefs have contributed to a prevailing feeling among self-described Christian conservatives that, ideally, government should stand stalwart against a culture they view as increasingly decadent.  Scriptural injunctions are often invoked, such as Proverbs 14:34:  “Righteousness exalteth a nation: but sin is a reproach to any people.”  Evangelical and fundamental preachers remind their congregations that ‘Judgment will fall on America if she does not turn back to God.’


In the current atmosphere of ‘War on Terror’, an interesting phenomenon occurs.  The same Christians who decry the federal government’s support of ‘liberal’ and ungodly ideologies and activities support this same State as a virtual instrument of righteousness and justice in matters of foreign policy.  Support for the U.S. war in Iraq is the most current example.  Many Christians (including my pastor) have been very vocal in their backing of President Bush and the U.S. military.  They see Saddam Hussein as an evil dictator who was also a potential threat to American security.  They rejoice that Iraqis now possess the freedom to choose democratically their own leaders.  Had the military forces successfully removed Hussein from power without deaths of non-combatants and Iraq undergone a peaceful transition to representative government I could sympathize with such feelings.  But even now, scores of persons die every week from the continuing violence.  One could argue that fewer persons have died as a result of U.S. actions than if Hussein had remained in power, but certitude about such a hypothetical is not possible.  Even if true, do we want to justify war on the basis of “We’ll kill fewer of you than your evil dictator did, plus some of our soldiers will die too?”
  I argue that it is naïve to expect representatives of the State who continually decrease the scope of freedom domestically to increase it effectively for other peoples, even had they knowledge to ascertain those desirous of it and prepared for its responsibilities.  Even now the future of Iraq is uncertain; it seems very possible that it will eventually become some form of Islamic state.  Some have argued that Christians undergo more persecution in Iraq now than they did under Hussein.

I propose that government, or the State
, as currently framed, is a collection of individuals who engage in the organized coercion of other individuals toward ends most highly valued by those in power.  These choose their ends based on various factors.  But whether motivated by altruism, pressure from voters and interest groups, or personal belief, make no mistake.  They do decide.  This is not to say that the average citizen has no role.  We do possess the opportunity to participate in the selection process of some who make and attempt the enforcement of the rules.  The bureaucratic and administrative arms of government, encompassing hundreds of thousands of non-elected State officials, are not directly responsible to the voters.  The valued ends are many and widely varied, including socially leveling economic policies, maintenance of abortion’s legality, protection of the environment, education of children, and control of obscenity.  Gaining and maintaining the approval of the electorate commonly entails appeal to their selfish motives, distortions and lies regarding the opposition, and sufficient hubris to make decisions for others in matters toward which they themselves possess a greater interest and knowledge.

Christians must undertake a serious evaluation of the proper role and scope of government.  It is not enough to campaign and vote for candidates who support principles with which we agree and promise to oppose sinful behavior.  Seeking the return of prayer and Bible reading to public schools may or may not be an effective strategy, but have we asked whether the State should be educating children at all?  I will argue against the employment of coercive government for purposes beyond the protection of life and property.  Specifically, as a tool to control and punish sin, it is ineffective, sometimes has disastrous unintended consequences, and may even be inherently wrong.  We should prefer a framework that preserves liberty to make decisions regarding one’s life and property, as long as such decisions do not infringe on the like decisions of others.  Doubtless others will make choices we view as reprehensible.  It is interesting to note that though God has expressed clear moral laws and principles, He still allows individuals to act according to their own plan, even to the point of causing harmful consequences to others.  

In the past twenty-five years, the religious right has achieved a level of success in electing Ronald Reagan, George Bush, and George W. Bush.  The ever-present Communist threat in the Soviet Union is gone, tax rates are lower, and Christians have a voice in the Republican Party.  But few would argue that the moral atmosphere of the country has improved over this period.  Rather, government spending has ballooned, abortion is still legal, homosexuality is more open and accepted, and some Christian leaders have made public statements that bring scoffing and reproach toward Biblical ideals. Are we better off than if Jimmy Carter, Walter Mondale, Michael Dukakis, and Al Gore had been elected?  If their preferred policies had been enacted, things might likely be worse.  But it is also possible that such election results might have been counteracted by conservative stands in Congress and motivated greater public support for limited government, as opposed to the current scenario in which both major parties, through their actions, support big government, though they wish it to accomplish different ends.  I will demonstrate that the massive devotion of time, effort, and resources toward electing good, moral candidates and influencing votes on important issues has been ineffective and diverted energy from other, more effective activities.  This is not to say that Christians should cease from voting or remove themselves from the process.  Electing principled men and women and exercising oneself as a citizen can have positive results.  However, I believe Christians should instead refocus their primary attention on the thoughtful persuasion of other individuals.

A few words concerning my personal perspective might be pertinent at this juncture.  I grew up attending church regularly, have parents who are conservative and Christian, and was homeschooled through both grade school and high school.  I became a Christian as a child and am currently a member of what is commonly considered an independent, fundamental Baptist church.  I enthusiastically supported the President’s election in 2000.  When I enrolled at Hillsdale College, I was seriously considering an eventual entrance into politics in an attempt to be a Christian statesman.  After the terrible events of September 11, 2001, I said more than once that were I single, I would probably join the military in some capacity.  I have altered my thoughts greatly in the past three years.  This change was partially spurred by diverse writers and professors, notably Frederic Bastiat’s The Law.  I write this paper not advocating acceptance of sin, but in hope of provoking analysis among my fellow Christians
 that I believe is sorely lacking.

It is common for Christians, when discussing government, to consult the Apostle Paul’s words to the church at Rome.

Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.  Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation.  For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same:  For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.  Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake.  For for this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God's ministers, attending continually upon this very thing.  Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour.

It seems without question that God expects us to submit to governmental authority.  Paul set this example by going peacefully to Rome to face trial before Caesar.  We see in this passage, arguably, the primary role of government.  It is to exercise the sword “to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.”  In the Old Testament, responsibility for punishing murder often fell on the avenger of blood, a close relative of the victim who would hunt down the murderer and deal out justice.  This responsibility has now passed to rulers, who are to act as the “ministers of God.”  Understanding and complying with these words can be relatively simple if one’s ruler is clearly behaving as a “minister of God to thee for good.”  But such is not always the case.  David took special care in his actions toward King Saul, refusing on multiple occasions to harm him, even though Saul was trying to have him killed.  He would not “stretch forth mine hand against him, seeing he is the anointed of the LORD.”
  But God no longer directly sends prophets who anoint leaders of government or advise them on their actions.  President Bush may seek God’s leading, but what if he mistakes the right way or willfully contradicts it?

Few Christians would argue that Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, or Hussein should be considered God’s ministers of good.  Holding such an opinion while supporting World War II or the current action in Iraq would require one to believe that one minister of God can properly go to war against another.  This seems absurd.  But if we do not believe that the very possession of power makes one God’s minister, what standard do we set?  How much governmental activity that runs contrary to praising the good and punishing the evil must take place before we can decide a leader is not the “minister of God?”  If we do reach that point, how are we to respond?  Do we still submit to the authority?  The early Christians refused to cease from preaching, choosing to obey God as a Higher power than the State or religious authorities of the day.  But they did not resist when punishment was inflicted, whether imprisonment, physical beatings, or death.  German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrestled with this question and eventually participated in a failed plot on Hitler’s life.  “According to Bonhoeffer, obedience to government is binding on a Christian "until government openly denies its divine commission and thereby forfeits its claim . . . If government violates or exceeds its commission at any point, then at this point obedience is to be refused, for the Lord's sake."”
  Would Iraqi citizens have been in violation of Paul’s injunction had they forcibly removed Saddam Hussein from power?  If so, how do we justify his removal by the actions of the United States government?  Some would invoke God’s commands to Israel to conquer other nations as they entered the Promised Land.  But such an analogy is fraught with danger:

The right given to the Jews to wage war is not vouchsafed to any other nation, for they were under a theocracy, and were God's sheriff to punish nations; consequently no Christian can argue from the wars of the Jews in justification or in extenuation of the wars of Christendom. The Jews had a Divine precept and authority; no existing nation can produce such a warrant.

I cannot give definitive answers for these questions concerning Romans 13, but maintain they must be asked.  We should resist any temptation toward use of this passage as a club against any who would question the actions of government.


In the United States of America, we have since the founding, chosen our government through the election mechanism.  No matter how furious the debates and personal attacks during campaigns, power is transferred peacefully each time.  While such peaceful transitions are notable and cause for thanksgiving, note that regardless of who wins, it is not just position that is transferred.  “Government is not reason. It is not eloquence. Government is force; like fire it is a dangerous servant -- and a fearful master.”
  Truly, it is power.  Edmund Opitz argues, “An election may replace the men at the helm of government, but this does not affect the lot of the vast majority who have their lives run for them in a planned society no matter who controls the apparatus of government.”
  The names and faces often change, for better or worse, but the game – power – remains the same.

The Republican and Democratic parties have become increasingly aware of the influence conservative Christians hold through their votes.  Christian leaders frequently remind us that we have a responsibility to vote.  My pastor has stated from the pulpit that if you choose not to exercise your vote, you have no right to complain about the actions of those who are elected.  George Grant even believes that “the inevitable result of Christian political involvement is revival.”
  He argues consequently that voting is extremely important and details strategies by which individuals and churches can effectively register and turn out the vote.  This assumed responsibility requires some examination.  

A look at costs and benefits not only explains why few citizens understand the subtleties of most government policies, but it also explains why about one half of the eligible voters in the United States do not vote. The probability that one's vote will be the crucial vote that decides an important election is small. Even if one's vote is the crucial vote that breaks the tie, one may not like the outcome--many people regret the way they voted when they compare actual performance with campaign promises. Given these small benefits compared to the costs of time and transportation that voting entails, it is not surprising that many people who are eligible to vote do not. What is surprising is that the percentage of people voting is not even smaller. It seems likely that there are other benefits to voting that have not yet been mentioned.  Politics is in many ways a spectator sport, with all the excitement and drama of football or baseball. Voting may be enjoyable in the same way as watching and cheering on a favorite ball team. Indeed, voting against a politician one does not like is enjoyable, even if it does not result in his defeat. Another explanation for voting is that people have a sense of public duty. They want to be good citizens, and voting may seem important regardless of its effect--the act of voting itself can be important as a symbolic act. One other possibility is that people may overestimate the importance of their vote and the probability that theirs will be the ballot that decides an election.

But let us assume that most Christians will decide to vote.  The perfect political candidate for any given office, most would agree, does not exist.  Thus, if one is to vote he must vote for a choice that is less than ideal.  Many of the choices will be far removed from his ideal, whatever it is.  If he is a principled voter who believes he has the responsibility to participate in the process, he will likely choose that candidate whom he believes most nearly approaches his ideal.  Whether he has accurately chosen the one who will act closest to his ideal can not ever be known.  Let us construct a thought experiment in which he has chosen correctly according to this standard.  Let the ideal candidate be one who professes opposition to all abortion and supports large tax cuts.  There are actual candidates in the race.  One supports tax cuts while the other favors large tax increases.  Both candidates are vocal in their backing of abortion rights.  Our voter chooses the candidate who supports tax cuts.  But wait, you say, he favors killing unborn babies.  I could never vote for a person who favors abortion; it would violate my conscience.  Then in this particular race you would abstain from making a choice.  We have found at least one situation in which a Christian could argue against the ‘responsibility to vote.’  If we take this argument to its logical conclusion, it would be sin for any Christian to ever cast a vote that violated his conscience, “for whatsoever is not of faith is sin.”
  It is very apparent that thousands of Christians, in good conscience, enthusiastically supported the reelection of President George W. Bush.  Personally, I felt I could not do so.  Several actions taken by the President in his first term were, I believed, inconsistent with either his professed Christianity or his oath to uphold the Constitution of the United States.
  I contemplated voting for him anyway as a vote against John Kerry, a vote for the lesser of two evils.  But in the American framework of competing institutions, one never knows which of a President’s policies will be enacted.  The election of John Kerry might simply have resulted in general gridlock as a Republican dominated Congress stymied his proposals.  

On those occasions when I vote for candidates for office, I do so hoping that, if elected, my representative will act and vote according to the positions he has advertised.  But past experience reminds me not to set my expectations too high.  Samuel Gregg sets a standard for representatives that, if met, would far improve the current condition of our government.  “The delegation of authority to elected representatives means that we must be willing to assume that our representatives will debate matters seriously, and that they have taken into account facts concerning the common good of which we may be unaware, precisely because it is their responsibility to make themselves as aware as possible of such facts.”
  No one would argue that such representatives would be laudable and exemplary.  But is it not likely that such persons will be the exception to the rule?  James Buchanan, Gordon Tullock, and others have done much work in public choice economics demonstrating that political leaders are unlikely to act in a fashion altogether different than anyone else.  Gregg’s statement is predicated on three assumptions:  that representatives could ascertain the common good, that they would care enough to conduct the research concerning it, and that there would be a sufficient number of such persons to engage in serious debate.  I have no doubt that many elected officials believe they themselves meet this standard.  But do we as observers agree?  Just reaching a consensus on definition of the common good could be an insurmountable task in many areas of discussion.  Unless there is something in an individual’s character that demands it, there is little incentive for an elected representative to seek attainment of this high standard.  Gregg does not present an alternative option if we should decide we are unwilling to make his assumptions.

Friedrich Hayek’s work on what he called the ‘knowledge problem’ is also an issue.  Hayek recognized that one of the reasons capitalist economies are far more successful than their socialist counterparts was the diffusion of knowledge in society.  I could not begin to know the preferences of each neighbor on my street, and without such knowledge I could never centrally plan the economy in satisfaction of their desires.  But when each of us is left free to earn income by producing goods and services desired by others and then spend it according to our choosing we are able to fulfill our basic needs and many of our wants.  Gregg’s model representatives not only possess little incentive to “make themselves as aware as possible” of facts concerning the common good, they have no efficient means of collecting such facts.  But individuals, acting as such, and as members of families, churches, and other organizations can capably seek their own good and assist others in such pursuits.

When speaking or writing against the actions and ambitions of government, one sometimes hears objections something like this:  ‘But the government is just people like us, there’s not some thing out there called the State imposing its will.’  This is exactly the point.  As a man created in the image of God, yet born with a fallen nature, I often desire to do good but instead end up doing wrong.  By examining my own decisions and motives, I am able to ascertain features that are common to all men, of course in varying intensities.  I am not always benevolent, selfless, and seeking the good of others.  At times, I demonstrate one or more of these qualities.  But I also frequently behave selfishly and have a heart of pride.  What naiveté to expect rulers, who have the added temptation of power at their disposal and the ability to hide behind governmental institutions, to be any different!  Economists perhaps too often model individuals as acting solely in self interest, but that we frequently do so can not be ignored.  With high position comes prestige, opportunities to obtain large amounts of money, whether honorably or no, and a desire for reelection.  Often the hope of reelection will temper an official’s actions.  He may excuse compromise of some previously stated conviction in the name of prudence, arguing that greater good can be accomplished later, if only he is reelected.  Once such a pattern is established, it tends to duplicate itself.  King David of Israel was a man after God’s own heart, we are told, yet many Christians could readily list grievous sins he committed while ruler.  He committed adultery with a woman and had her husband, a valiant soldier, killed in battle.  He conducted some form of census in direct violation of God’s command, which resulted in the deaths of seventy thousand men.  Whether God ever considers political leaders of today men “after His own heart” is unknowable, but if one who was behaved so, how cautious we should be toward our leaders.  We do know they are but men as we, whose natural hearts are “deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked.”

Edmund Opitz warns against ignoring the insights that are available through economics.  “In view of the current theological emphasis on pride, human pretensions, and sin, one has a right to expect that theologians would make a resolute effort to understand the subject matter with which economics purports to deal.”
  The same could be argued for political science.

Can we distinguish between proper and improper roles for governmental action and legislation?  I believe many Christians have failed to consider this question.  They oppose state intervention within the church, but possess no comprehensive doctrine on its desired functions.  The recent proliferation of state anti-gay marriage amendments in the 2004 election season illustrates this fact.  Marriage is a covenantal relationship instituted by God and it preceded the advent of human government.  I am not aware of an instance in Scripture where government is given the responsibility of approving or disapproving particular marriage covenants.  Would God consider two persons of the same gender a marriage, under any circumstances?  The answer is clearly no, whether or not the agreement possessed government sanction.  Does God need our help to define marriage?  Let’s suppose my son, at the age of twenty, goes down to the courthouse with his fiancée to obtain a marriage license.  The clerk then proceeds to deny issuance due to the fact that my income is only one fourth that of his potential father-in-law.
  The young man, quite disappointed, informs his pastor of this outcome.  It is decided that since God instituted marriage and they believe they are following His plan, the pastor will marry the young people without the state permit.  Would God consider such a union valid?  I, for one, have no doubt He would.  Would you?  If God’s recognition of marriage is not dependent upon the state why would we employ the state to define that which He defined in the beginning?  Peter Sprigg presents a cogent response:

So what is the public interest in marriage? Why is marriage a public, civil institution, rather than a purely private one? The answer, I would argue, is that marriage is a public institution because it brings together men and women for the purpose of reproducing the human race and keeping a mother and father together to cooperate in raising to maturity the children they produce. The public interest in such behavior is great, because thousands of years of human experience and a vast body of contemporary social science research both demonstrate that married husbands and wives, and the children they conceive and raise, are happier, healthier, and more prosperous than people in any other living situation.

Now, I know exactly what some people say. They argue that reproduction cannot be the purpose of marriage, because opposite-sex couples that are elderly, infertile, or simply don't plan to have children are still permitted to marry. In fact, I would suggest that the actual, tangible public interest in childless marriages is not as great as the public interest in marriages that produce children.

However, to exclude non-reproducing heterosexual couples from marriage would require an invasion of privacy or the drawing of arbitrary and inexact lines. Instead, we simply define the structure of marriage as being open to the entire class of couples that are even theoretically capable of natural reproduction--namely, opposite-sex ones--and we exclude an entire class of couples that are intrinsically infertile--namely, same-sex ones.

Of course some homosexuals do reproduce (with help, of course), and some homosexual couples do raise children. But let me suggest, as an analogy, another area in which the law places limits on the exercise of a fundamental right--voting. We have a minimum voting age because we presume that adults are wiser and better informed than children. The mere fact that some adults are actually foolish and ill-informed, while some children may be wiser and better informed, does not make the existence of a minimum voting age arbitrary or discriminatory. Distinguishing between opposite-sex couples and same-sex couples with regard to marriage on the basis of general differences is equally logical.

I take issue with Sprigg on only one assumption: that the state should be the institution charged with such determinations.  Under a governmental framework that adhered to its limitedly defined roles, endorsement of a same-sex union by some church or minister (loosely defined) or even the enforcement of said contract by the state would not obligate anyone else to recognize this as a marriage.  The state might have an obligation to protect children by somehow prohibiting same-sex couples from adopting or raising children.

Once the state is recognized as possessing power to define what constitutes a marriage, one must be prepared for the eventual change of such definition.  But remember, if the people one day endorse ‘gay marriage’ at the ballot box, it was their opinion that was employed to legislate against it in the first place.

The cornerstone of a believer’s vision of government should be that it is an institution with the essential purpose of regulating relations among sinful men.  Humanity will not climb to perfection if it finds just the right earthly utopia; instead, only God can inaugurate the Kingdom of Heaven.  Thus, the state’s objective is justice, not salvation.  And for functions best done by other institutions, such as the church, believers should only turn to the civil government as a last resort.

This is an essential point.  The state cannot prevent men from sinning, for the men who comprise the mechanisms of the state are sinners themselves.  Many of the laws that govern our behavior were intended to discourage sinful behavior and punish those who insist on breaking the laws.  But laws often entail unintended consequences and perverse incentives.  The longstanding government war on drugs is instructive.  “Government’s declaring drugs illegal doesn’t mean people can’t get them.  It just means drug users buy drugs on the black market, where even nastier things happen.”
  John Stossel quotes Detroit police chief Jerry Oliver:  “It’s insanity to keep doing the same thing over and over again.  If we did not have this drug war going on, we could spend more time going after robbers and rapists and burglars and murderers.  That’s what we really should be geared up to do.  Clearly we’re losing the war on drugs in this country.”
  Would more people use drugs if they were legalized?  It’s certainly possible, but again one must ask, does the government possess the responsibility to prevent people from sinning?  The unintended consequences abound.  Who pays for the expense of holding in prison those convicted of drug use or possession?  You and I do, of course.  Other crimes also increase as a consequence of drug laws.  Drug users steal to pay black market prices.  “Since drug sellers can’t rely on the police to protect their property, they form gangs and arm themselves.”
  Stossel also suggests that the unnaturally high price of drugs discourages inner-city youths from seeking productive employment at a far lower wage and creates rich criminal gangs.

So why is America doing this?  We do it to protect Americans from themselves.  But if that’s the right thing to do in a free society, maybe we should have exercise police come into our homes and make us run laps and do push-ups.  Ridiculous as that might seem, it’s the logical next step.  If you accept the idea that it’s government’s job to protect us from ourselves, government will grow endlessly.

What about the Old Testament civil and moral code given to the Israelites by God Himself?  Should we expect our government to enforce these regulations on us?  Doug Bandow suggests against such a step for several reasons.  First, “some of the rules were to be applied only within the community of faith then represented by Israel.”
  Second, many of the rules “appear to be largely tied to the Israelites’ status as the chosen people.”
  Commissions of adultery and Sabbath-breaking sometimes required God’s intervention for conclusive proof.  “Third, most of the Old Testament rules dealt with matters of the heart as much as with conduct.”
  It seems that even the Old Testament authorities charged with enforcing God’s law were less than successful in their attempts.  It is not only the severity of the law and impossibility of perfect compliance with it, but also the failure of consistent enforcement that points us to the necessity of God’s grace and mercy for man’s salvation.  “The government may control the impact of sin, such as murder, on others, but the civil authorities cannot make men moral and sinless by cleaning up their hearts, consciences, or minds.”

Frederic Bastiat, in his book The Law, warns against legalized plunder.  By this he meant the forced appropriation of one man’s labor, in the form of his income, for the benefit of another.  We commonly call such activity taxation.  Should Christians pay their taxes?  Jesus seems clearly to say so.  But just because Caesar claims my income does not mean it is justly his.  We have become too used to excusing the actions of government simply based on their legality.  Legality does not per se equate to righteousness.  “We have rights, as individuals, to give as much of our own money as we please to charity; but as members of Congress we have no right so to appropriate a dollar of public money.”
 
Mr. Horatio Bunce ably instructed Congressman Davy Crockett on this point over one hundred and twenty-five years ago.

How then to summarize a Christian’s responsibility toward the state?  There are at least three clear obligations.  We should pray for government leaders, obey them when such obedience does not violate God’s commands or one’s conscience, and “use scriptural principles to shape public policy.”
  The last is of course easier to state than define, and when leaders do wrong, none of them are easy to fulfill.

In matters of public policy, should government punish both sin and evil?  According to my feeble understanding, in both the Old Testament Hebrew and New Testament Greek, different words are used for sin and evil.  Sin is transgression against God, evil occurs when we sin against other men.  Is government to punish both?  It seems government is instituted to deter and punish evil while judgment of sin is left to God.  As was previously mentioned, by allowing persons to freely choose their thoughts and actions, God permits persons to harm themselves and frequently bring evil or unintentional harm upon others.  This can be clearly seen in the Old Testament period of the Judges.  Israel went through cycles of conquest and bondage as they drew near to God and then fell away again.  The theme verse is repeated multiple times: “In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes.”
  Which was the bigger problem: absence of a king, or men doing that which was right in their own eyes?  When men behave thus, they not only lack an earthly ruler, they have forsaken their Creator as well.  If the Israelites had consistently submitted themselves to God’s standards, the absence of an earthly king would have been of no consequence.  Even their eventual request for a king was not for purposes of putting down sin and evil within their borders, but because, ceasing to trust God for such provision, they desired a stronger national defense!
  

By arguing for what are often considered libertarian political principles, I by no means advocate that individuals, Christian or no, should live in libertine fashion.  Conservatives sometimes accuse libertarians of believing that liberty is the highest end of man.  Lord Acton answered this charge: "Liberty is not a means to a higher political end. It is itself the highest political end...liberty is the only object which benefits all alike, and provokes no sincere opposition...The danger is not that a particular class is unfit to to govern.   Every class is unfit to govern...Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely (emphasis mine).”
  Freedom to do whatever one wants, no matter the consequences to others, is not liberty.  As a political end, liberty enables us to choose whether to act in accordance with the dictates of our conscience.  “Individuals must respond virtuously to the needs and rights of their neighbors; government must regulate, coercively yet fairly, relations between both righteous and unrighteous men.  In short, the contrast is personal virtue versus public impartiality.”


Should Christians remove themselves from the political process?  I do not think Scripture or the points I have tried to make require such a step.  But we must evaluate honestly our goals and efforts while remembering to account for unintended and not readily seen consequences.  An undue concentration on politics could distract a Christian from the higher callings of sharing the gospel of Christ with others and helping the needy.
  Remembering that we are “strangers and pilgrims”
 here can be at times very difficult.  Involvement in politics can also be a detriment to local churches and to the cause of Christ corporately.  Dr. Jerry Falwell attained national recognition through his affiliation with the Moral Majority in the 1980’s.  But he has not always chosen his battles well.  Attacking preschool cartoon characters is likely to cause ridicule whether one has a valid point or no.  The work of Falwell, Pat Robertson, James Dobson, and others achieved a level of success in the election of Republican presidents five out of the last seven times.  But the basic structure of government has not changed, it has even increased in size and scope.  Prominent religious leaders continually warn the Republican establishment against deserting the conservative religious base that elected them.  But the elected officials worry only a little, for where else will the religious conservatives go?  Ed Dobson says of his experience in the Moral Majority:

But those of us who criticized liberal attempts to use government to impose what we regarded as an unrighteous standard were trying just as hard to use government to impose a righteous standard.  We criticized big government, but what we were really criticizing was the other guys who had control of it when we wanted control.  So it wasn’t big government per se that was evil.  Our primary objection was that we weren’t running it.

We must ask ourselves whether we err in trying to remove freedom of thought and action that God has allowed.  Are we placing ourselves, unwittingly, in His stead?


Some efforts are successful.  For now, the words ‘under God’ remain in the Pledge of Allegiance.  But how much does this matter?  Calling ourselves a nation under God does not make it so.  If we are not, we might actually be taking His name in vain.  School prayer is another hot button issue.  Bandow comments that

Believers should not waste time attempting to insert formalistic, ceremonial religion into public institutions.  Nondenominational prayer led by an unbelieving teacher is not only meaningless, but is also unfair to non-Christians who must attend public institutions. . . The quality, both intellectual and moral, of the instruction, not the existence of hypocritical pretenses of religiosity, should be the standard by which parents judge the acceptability of the public schools.

J. Budziszewski comments instructively on what he calls instrumentalism, defined as “the notion that faith should be used for the ends of the state.”
  

Religious conservatives who pine for the days when jurists called America “a Christian country” and recognized Christianity as “the law of the land” are deeply in error if they think such statements expressed belief; what they usually expressed was instrumentalism.  In those days the religion that came to hand was Christianity (or at least its counterfeit in civil religion), and the speakers were interested primarily in how it could be used.

If this assessment is correct, it holds much application for our day.


Is there a better way?  There are two ways to alter a man’s behavior:  forcibly coerce him, or persuasively convert him.  Coercion requires force in order to be effective.  Persuasion that leads to conversion requires patience and love.  The results of coercion are more readily seen and, on the surface, more easily accomplished.  Scripture clearly advocates the state’s bearing of the sword to discourage and punish evil acts.  But our long term goal is that men overcome the sin in their hearts through the power of Christ.  We wish that men be converted from the inside out.

A country full of people lusting in their hearts who don’t consummate their lust out of fear of arrest is scarcely better than one full of people acting on their sinful whims.  It is, in short, one thing to improve appearances, but quite another to improve society’s moral core.  And God, Jeremiah tells us, looks at the heart.

Edmund Opitz hits on an essential point in his book The Libertarian Theology of Freedom.  There is a crisis in each person:  feeling that one’s own actions are of little effect unless part of a crowd or pressure group.  Leonard Read, founder of the Foundation for Economic Education and author of numerous books, also recognized this tendency.  Both Opitz and Read encouraged individuals to reform themselves first.  Read would illustrate for his audiences by turning off the lights and lighting a candle.  The world is dark and we each hold a candle.  Some flames flicker only dimly while others hold up candles burning high and bright.  Do all you can to make your own candle burn more brightly.  The light will attract others whom you can influence for righteousness and freedom.

Most persons living today have grown up since the advent of FDR’s policies that really put on track our ever hungry state.  Thus we have never experienced a society in which persons were left free to make their own choices without cajoling from on high.  Initial exposure to the idea can be shocking and scary.  Those who support it may appear utopian idealists or even closet liberals (in the bad sense).  But ask yourself:  Am I, a fellow sinner, qualified to define and punish the sin of others?
  If you’re not, who is?  Would it be so bad to preserve the freedom of choice God has given and trust Him with the results?


The wise man tries to think long-term.  For example, we should support candidates who profess opposition to abortion and we may even march against it.  But are we willing to do the harder task of supporting crisis pregnancy centers and adoption efforts while encouraging and mentoring young mothers?  Are we pro-life, or simply pro-birth?  Political action is easier than peaceful persuasion and its results are quicker seen.  But political action that precedes the changing of hearts can be just as easily overturned.  Persuasiveness requires knowledge, creativity, persistence, and patience.  We may never change the country or the world.  Yet this is not our calling.  We each hold amazing potential to affect the sphere of influence in which God has placed us: our families, friends, and acquaintances.  This is our duty and calling.
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