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It’s the Fourth of July – the birthday of our nation! On this day in 
1776, members of the Second Continental Congress, meeting in 
Philadelphia, voted to declare independence from England. One 
of them, the Rev. Dr. John Witherspoon, was a Presbyterian 
minister who had come from Scotland to become President of the 
College of New Jersey (the school we now know as Princeton 
University). The people of New Jersey elected him to be one of 
their representatives to the Continental Congress, and he became 
a strong and eloquent advocate for independence. [For those of 
you who are newer to St. Andrew, one of our church members, 
Phil Witherspoon, is a descendent of John Witherspoon.] 
 
When members of Congress hesitated to adopt the Declaration of 
Independence because it was so radical a document, John 
Witherspoon spoke forcefully in favor of its passage. For 
example, in one famous exchange, when John Dickinson, 
representing Pennsylvania, counseled caution, saying the time 
was not ripe for a declaration of independence, Witherspoon 
replied, “In my judgment, sir, we are not only ripe for the 
measure, but in danger of rotting for the want of it.” The time for 
declaring independence was long overdue in Witherspoon’s 
mind. Indeed, armed conflict against British troops had been 
going on for more than a year, beginning with the so-called “shot 
heard ‘round the world” in Concord, Massachusetts, in April 
1775. The time for action was now! 
 
With that brief introduction, Jim Copeland and I would like to 
offer a humorous tribute to the Rev. Dr. John Witherspoon, 
Presbyterian and Patriot. 



 
Imagine, if you will, that it’s a hot July night in 1776, and that I’m 
Benjamin Franklin. Yes, I know, it’s a stretch. [Put on hat.} Try 
hard to imagine that I’m Ben Franklin, being aroused from my 
work . . . by the Cry of Destiny.                                        [SKIT] 
 
John Witherspoon was a Presbyterian clergyman, a College 
President, a Member of Congress, and a leader of the American 
Revolution. John Adams pronounced him “as high a Son of 
Liberty as any man in America.” Witherspoon was so prominent 
a figure in the revolutionary effort that a member of the British 
House of Commons, Horace Walpole, said of Witherspoon: 
“There is no good crying about the matter, Cousin America has 
run off with a Presbyterian parson, and that is the end of it.” 
 
Witherspoon was the only clergyman to sign the Declaration of 
Independence. But he was not the only Presbyterian. Of the 56 
signers of the Declaration, at least 14 of them, or 25%, were 
Presbyterians. 
 
Indeed, Presbyterians were so involved in the American 
Revolution that many members of the British Parliament, and 
even King George himself, referred to the Revolution as “the 
Presbyterian Rebellion.” 
 
A colonist loyal to King George wrote to friends in England: “I fix 
all the blame of these extraordinary proceedings upon the 
Presbyterians. They have been the chief and principal instruments 
in all these flaming measures. They always do and ever will act 
against government from that restless and turbulent 
antimonarchical spirit which has always distinguished them 
everywhere.” 
 
“Antimonarchical spirit,” indeed! Presbyterians had always 
governed their church affairs as a representative democracy, with 
each congregation electing its own elders to lead the congregation 
and to represent the congregation in higher governing bodies. 
The Presbyterian Church offered a living example of an 



alternative to monarchy. And so the Presbyterian form of 
government became the model upon which American 
representative democracy was based. 
 
The leadership of Presbyterians in the founding of our nation is 
just part of a long history of Presbyterian involvement in civic 
affairs. Sometimes you hear people say that faith and politics 
don’t mix. That idea is completely antithetical to the self-
understanding of Presbyterians. From a Presbyterian perspective, 
our faith demands that we take our responsibility as citizens 
seriously and involve ourselves in the public affairs of our 
community, our nation, and the world. 
 
What about the separation of church and state? Presbyterians 
have long supported that principle as well. It is the basis of our 
freedom of religion. But to say that people of faith should not be 
involved in politics or in public affairs because of the separation 
of church and state is a gross misrepresentation of the 
Constitutional principle. The relevant Constitutional clause says 
that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof . . .” Our nation’s 
founders did not want our country to have an official state 
religion. So they included that language in the Constitution to 
preserve and protect religious liberty in the United States. The 
principle was never meant to prevent people of faith from 
exercising their rights and responsibilities as citizens, as some 
people like to argue. 
 
All that said, while individuals may become involved in various 
political parties and work for particular candidates running for 
office, it is important that the church as an institution remain 
politically nonpartisan. St. Andrew Presbyterian Church does not 
support any particular party or candidate. We remain neutral 
when it comes to electoral politics. You will hear me preach on all 
kinds of issues (social, economic, environmental, international). 
And we will offer adult education classes and public forums on a 
variety of issues as well. But you will never hear me tell you to 
support a particular party or vote for a particular candidate. And 



when we host a candidates forum, all of the candidates running 
for a particular office must be invited to the event.  
 
Unfortunately, too many churches have forgotten that God is not 
a Republican or a Democrat. They have allowed themselves to be 
drawn into partisan politics and have become identified with one 
party, which has done great harm to the Church’s witness across 
the U.S. The close affiliation between churches (particularly White 
evangelical churches) and the Republican Party has been a turn 
off for many Americans. 
 
Indeed, a recent Gallup poll found that only 47 percent of adults 
in the U.S. said they were members of a church, mosque or 
synagogue, down from 70% just two decades ago. It marked the 
first time that a majority of Americans said they were not a 
member of a congregation since Gallup first started asking the 
question in the 1930s.  
 
This weekend, as we celebrate Independence Day, let us 
remember the ways that Presbyterians contributed to the 
founding of our nation. It is a part of our long history of social 
and political engagement. Presbyterians have always believed 
that faith should lead directly to action. It has become a 
Presbyterian axiom: “To believe is to do.” We put our faith into 
action in the public arena. We work for the common good of all. 
 
That means we seek the health and wellbeing of other people, not 
just ourselves. It means we want “liberty and justice for all,” not 
just for some. It means we are interested in the welfare of all 
nations, not just ours alone.  
 
So, let us affirm, with the prophet Isaiah, that “the spirit of the 
Lord is upon [us], because the Lord has anointed [us]; God has 
sent [us] to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the 
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to 
the prisoners; [and] to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
 
May it be so. Amen. 



 


