For the past few months, I’ve been addressing the idea that the gospel shouldn’t be political, especially in the face of the rising tide of Christian Nationalism. Many mainline Protestants have a tendency to “put our faith away” during the week, taking it out on Sunday.

There has been a growing movement over the last several years to try to get the 10 Commandments posted in schools. There are laws in Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, and Arkansas requiring or allowing the Commandments be posted in schools, although the Texas law says they only have to be posted if someone donates the poster to the school. (People have been donating posters by the bushel.) 

A case has been winding its way through the courts, challenging the Texas law, and the Supreme Court is expected to hear the case this fall. 

The problem that families have with this is that it violates the First Amendment separation of church and state by requiring children, who may or may not be Christians, to be exposed to the 10 Commandments daily for potentially their entire school career. This could include children who are Muslim, Hindu, who practice an indigenous Native American religion. It could also include children whose experience of the church has been harmful to their sense of self, such as girls raised in a church that teaches that women have no role outside the home, or LGBTQIA+ kids raised in a church that advocates for conversion therapy. 

The OTHER problem, besides the violation of separation of church and state and the potential harm that could be done, is the motivation behind the movement. 

Some argue that this is a pushback against the rise of secularism. They argue that this is a passive religious display and no one has to read it if they don’t want to. They want to reintroduce traditional religious heritage.

The question is, what religious heritage? Whose heritage? And how do you teach heritage by passively hanging a poster on a wall?

Others argue that this is a way of promoting moral and civic order and reinforcing respect for the rule of law. That the better you act, the better your spot will be in heaven. Or the more likely you are to get there. Except, that’s not really what the 10 commandments are about.

What does Jesus have to say about all of this? 

In Matthew’s gospel, a youth asks him what he must do to have eternal life. Jesus’ first answer is to keep the commandments: no killing, no committing adultery, no stealing, no bearing false witness, honor your parents, and love your neighbor as yourself. The youth says he has done all those things, and asks what more he must do. Jesus tells him to sell everything and give the money to the poor, then follow Jesus. The youth turns away, dejected. 

On reflecting on this interaction to the disciples, Jesus says it is hard for a person who is rich to enter heaven. In fact, it is impossible for people to save themselves; it is only possible for God. Jesus goes on to tell the parable in which he describes the kingdom of heaven as an estate, whose owner hires workers at dawn, at midmorning, at noon, and late in the afternoon. At the end of the day, when the time comes to pay the workers, everyone is paid the same wage. 

Kind of makes you wonder what 10 Commandments these people are reading. The same ones Jesus knew? Or a different set?
