I Am Not a Patriot Pastor
Rodney W. Kennedy
There’s a political movement sweeping across the great state of Ohio.  It involves partisan political involvement by preachers.  The organization, dubbed “Patriot Pastors,” recently sent me an invitation to join.  One of their aims is to replace Republican office holders in Ohio with true “godly men.”  I am not joining.  While I would be first in line to defend the right and the obligation of preachers to speak out on political issues, I dissent from the meaning implied by “Patriot Pastors.”  Other than failing to grasp why preachers have such a love affair with alliteration (after all, it is the simplest of all rhetorical commonplaces), I can’t imagine how one would go about deciding who is an “Unpatriotic Pastor.”  If we were a group meeting at Tank’s on Thursday nights to share a Samuel Adams (a true patriot) I would join that group.
Based on known meanings of the word “patriot,” I am one.  I love my country, but not if it leads to idolatry.  God is not an American.  “When we talk of the American democratic faith, we must understand it in its true dimensions.  It is not an impervious, final, and complacent orthodoxy, intolerant of deviation and dissent, fulfilled in flag salutes, oaths of allegiance, and hands over the heart.  It is an ever-evolving philosophy, fulfilling its ideals through debate, self-criticism, protest, disrespect, and irreverence; a tradition in which all have rights of heterodoxy and opportunities for self-assertion” (Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Disuniting of America).  Ordained in 1967 by a Baptist church, I also know for sure that I am a pastor.  Perhaps you may think I am splitting semantic hairs with you.
Here’s why I decided that this is not about semantics.  Lumping “patriot” and “pastor” together flies in the face of what I know about Scripture.  From a biblical perspective, “patriot pastor” has a better chance of being an oxymoron than a God-inspired organization.  The Old Testament prophets, in their insistence on faithfulness to God, were often a lot less than patriotic.  Rather than telling the king what he wanted to hear, the prophets stuck their necks out and proclaimed a message different from the royally accepted truth.  Do you recall that powerful scene in the Brothers Karamazov?  Jesus has returned to Seville, Spain during the Inquisition.  The Grand Inquisitor has Jesus arrested.  He then visits Jesus “by night.” He tells Jesus, in effect, “We have accepted the gifts (especially the gift of political power) that you rejected there on the mountain, and we are now proceeding to correct your work.  We will someday conquer the earth and rule humankind as they must be ruled.”  I know that many “Patriot Pastors” deny any interest in theocracy, but I read their literature, and there is a lot of rhetoric about dominion and ruling the USA for God.
I also recognize in the language of “patriot pastor” the telltale signs of demagoguery.  The philosophical founder of American conservatism, of all people, Richard Weaver, points out that we often use terms in emotional ways as “devil” terms.  He has in mind words like “fascist,” “socialist,” “unpatriotic,” and “communist.”  “What places the use of ultimate terms in the sphere of ethics is the frequent tendency to employ such words in an irrational manner.”
Demagogues are medicine-men who sell certainty as if they actually were certain.  And they come in all flavors and from all ideologies: politicians, preachers, and philosophers.  Demagogues work their magic in the following ways:
1. They pick a common enemy as a scapegoat.  For “patriot” pastors, the enemy is gay people.  Every movement must have a devil.  People who can unite on nothing else can unite on the basis of a foe shared by all.
2. They use the power of endless repetition.  Their repetition is frequently pronounced with loudness.  Sometimes loudness serves only to cover weak arguments and irrational emotions.
3. They use emotional appeals, especially fear and anger.
Some preachers are revising history to say our country was founded by their kind.  They pretend with certainty to be the true spokesmen of God and hide behind an infallible Bible.  Have these preachers forgotten that they are not infallible?  Their judgments, even those propped up by the Bible, can be wildly off-base.  Can you imagine God as a “good old boy” with a political agenda?  By the time these preachers mix in their fictional, Star Wars fantasy about the rapture, you have a formula for imperialism, crusading, and the horrors of war.  I’m not doubting their faith or their sincerity, I’m questioning their conclusions.
I am a patriotic American.  I am a faithful pastor.  I am not a “patriot pastor”.
