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“Lift Every Voice and Sing”
Numbers 11:10-17          Romans 13:1-7 October 15, 2017

When our children were little we took a trip to Washington to 
see the monuments and visit some of the historical sites that bear 
witness to the values that have shaped our national life. It is a trip 
that many of you have taken with your own families. I couldn’t 
wait for them to climb the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and see 
the enormous statue of Lincoln.  In my mind’s eye I can still see 
his massive seated figure with his deeply creased and weary face, 
his large hands resting on the arm of the chair, and his wise eyes 
looking off in the distance as if seeing something we cannot yet see. 
I wanted our children to hear the words of the Second Inaugural 
Address that are carved in the side wall of them memorial:  

With malice toward none, with charity for all, with 
firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let 
us strive on to finish the work we are in: to bind up the 
nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the 
battle, and for his widow, and his orphan – to do all which 
may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among 
ourselves, and with all nations. 

Lincoln could not have spoken these words without a profound 
understanding of our form of representative government that 
endured in spite of a bitter conflict that tore our nation apart.  
In that all but sacred space I thought about how much we, as a 
nation, owe to the foundational principles of the Reformed faith 
that led our forbearers to establish a government for, by and of 
the people.

As we all well know, such governments did not always exist 
upon the earth.  In the Book of Numbers we hear how Moses 
is tired with the responsibilities of caring for the people.  In the 
wilderness, they are hungry and tired; they are complaining, 
weeping and wishing they had never left Egypt. Moses pours out 
his heart to God. The responsibility of leadership is too much!  
He cannot carry the weight of all the people. God instructs Moses 
to select 70 individuals, who are already recognized by the people 
as elders or leaders, to share in the responsibility of governing.  
Such shared leadership did not last. In the New Testament era, 
Christians lived under the rule of the pagan Roman Emperor. 
When Paul writes to the church in Rome about their obligations 
as residents of the Empire, he counsels the Christians in Rome 
to obey the governing authorities, to pay their taxes and to give 
honor to those to whom honor is due. Paul even goes so far as to 
say that the authority given to rulers comes from God. To resist 
their authority is to resist God. 

As lovers of democracy, we may cringe at such counsel. We 
wonder if Paul is sanctioning totalitarian, brutal and unjust 
regimes. Then we hear an important qualifier: those in authority 
are God’s servants for good. They are to do what is just. They are 
to restrain evil and promote social well-being. Our Reformed 
tradition understands that all systems and persons in authority are 
fallible and prone to error; we offer our loyalty to those in authority 
even when we may not agree with them. Yet, when government 
is grossly unjust or when rulers claim for themselves an absolute 
authority that belongs only to God, we have a responsibility to 
resist injustice and to work for justice.

John Calvin, who sought to reform the city of Geneva according 
to the word of God, commented on this passage in Romans: “…
tyrannies, and unjust exercise of power, as they are full of disorder, 
are not an ordained government” (p.479).  Over time, Calvin 
had less and less confidence in hereditary rulers because of their 
tendency to become tyrants and persecute Protestants.  In the 
church, he believed that ministers and church officers should not 
be selected or appointed by a powerful or wealthy few, but by the 
people’s own voice, vision and election. In fact, this understanding 
of democratic rule and representational government in the church 
came to have a profound influence on the movement toward 
democratic and representational government in society as well.  

In 16th century Scotland, such a spirit fueled the passionate 
disputes between John Knox and the catholic Mary Queen of 
Scots.  Knox believed that political authority rested not with the 
ruler, but with the people.  As a result the Church of Scotland 
created the most democratic form of government through the way 
pastors were called and church officers were selected to represent 
the people in the various councils of the church.   

Our own American revolution finds its theological justification 
in this Reformed interpretation of scripture.  In fact, leaders loyal 
to King George III referred to the American Revolution as “that 
Presbyterian revolt.” In a 1774 letter, a royalist in the American 
colonies wrote to a man in London: 

Believe me, the Presbyterians have been the chief and 
principal instruments in all these flaming measures, and 
they always do and ever will act against Government, from 
that restless and turbulent anti-monarchial spirit which 
has always distinguished them everywhere (American 
Archives, Fourth Series, Vol. 1, p. 301).
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You might say it is in our spiritual DNA.  The Presbyterian 
John Witherspoon was the only clergy person to sign the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Our Reformed faith has continued to stand for God’s truth 
in the face of tyranny. The Barmen Declaration, which was 
written in Germany during the rise of Hitler, stands in our Book 
of Confessions as a living testimony to the costly witness of the 
church that defied Hitler’s claim for absolute loyalty to the Nazi 
ideology in all areas of life. The Barmen Declaration proclaims the 
lordship of Jesus Christ over all human lords and the authority of 
the Word of God over all human words. Time and again history 
bears witness to how all forms of political totalitarianism seek to 
ground their often demonic claims for authority in some form of 
religious dogma.

Most recently in 2016 our denomination voted to include 
the Confession of Belhar in our constitution as a part of the Book 
of Confessions.  The Confession of Belhar, from which we draw 
today’s affirmation of faith, was written in South Africa in 1982 
and adopted by the Dutch Reformed Mission Church in 1986. 
Written in the midst of Apartheid, the Confession calls for unity 
that God gives the church and condemns the injustice of racial 
separation and discrimination. The confession lifts up God’s 
compassion for the poor and the suffering.  

  We are blessed to live in a democratic nation where the 
well-being of the whole society is our responsibility. We share 
in the responsibility to govern.  Our Reformed Tradition does 
not lead us, as some Christian traditions do, to separate ourselves 
from public life. Our tradition leads us to be engaged in public 
life in order to seek the moral, spiritual and social well-being of 
the whole community, not just our own.  We do not shy away 
from becoming involved in issues such as housing, community 
violence, family life, homelessness, ecology, war, education, care 
for the elderly, poverty and public safety. We do not all have to 
agree on the best course of action. In fact, greater wisdom and 
fairness come from healthy public debate on issues vital to the 
well-being of our nation and world. We who have been given so 
much are called to be active, responsible citizens. 

At the same time, we resist identifying the Word of God with 
any particular ideology, party politics or economic system. As 
we serve Christ in the community, we refuse to treat God as 
some kind of tribal deity who serves our needs and advances 
our programs; instead, we glorify the God who made heaven 
and earth and who is the God of all peoples and nations. Our 
faith teaches us that even as we celebrate God’s blessing on us 
a nation, we also recognize that God stands above all nations 
and seeks the welfare of all the peoples of the earth. We come to 
worship to keep God at the center of our lives and to be guided 
by God’s unchanging Word in all the changing circumstances 
of our lives. We are not an authority unto ourselves; in worship 
we remember that we stand under the authority of God’s Word. 
Listening to the Word that both judges and redeems us keeps us 
from falling into political or religious idolatry.  As followers of 

Jesus, becoming careless and casual about worship, study, prayer 
and Christian fellowship endangers not only ourselves but also 
the well-being of our families and the society in which we live. We 
speak. We act. We get involved. Perhaps the most important thing 
we do all week is to listen, really listen, for God’s Word. 

I began with Abraham Lincoln so I will end with another 
Lincoln reference. In 1900 in a segregated school in Jacksonville, 
Florida, a poem written by the school principal, James Weldon 
Johnson, was performed by 500 school children on the occasion of 
Abraham Lincoln’s birthday. “Lift Every Voice and Sing” was later 
set to music by his brother. It captures for me the role of Reformed 
Christians to keep our eyes on the Kingdom of God even as we 
seek to transform our society into the kind of beloved community 
that God desires for all humanity.

Lift every voice and sing, 
Till earth and heaven ring, 
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty;

Facing the rising sun of our new day begun, 
Let us march on till victory is won.  

So we lift our voices to God – not just a few, but every voice 
until victory is won.  


