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WHENCHURCH ANDSTATE 
GO ABROAD 

by James A. Scherer 

A number of church activities in the United States and 
in various Third World nations bring issues involving 
the separation of Church and State once again to the 
fore. Certainly any serious inquiry into the relation- 
ship of the U.S. Government and American mission- 
ary groups abroad-particularly with regard to the 
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution-must 
first consider the historical record. Only after a 
thorough examination of the inconsistencies and con- 

,.wadictions between theory and practice over the na- 
‘tion’s more than two hundred-year history can one 
hope to assess preseni policics. This, then, is just such 
an h’storical overview. -i/ HE COLONIAL PERIOD TO 1791 
Most of the American colonies had their own type of 
Old World religious establishments. In varying 
degrees of severity they maintained religious unifor- 
mity by law, enforced attendance at public worship, 
levied taxes for the support of the state religion, and 
imposed penalties on dissenters. Puritanism Con- 
gregationalism was the state religion in the New Eng- 
land colonies except for Rhode Island; some form of 
Reformed faith or Presbyterianism in New York 
(which later became Anglican) and Ncw Jersey; and 
Anglicanism in Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia. 
Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and Maryland were 
organized on the basis of religious liberty and tolera- 
tion for various groups, but even here some faith in 
God was presupposed, and Maryland later became 
Anglican. The Virginia colony issued a declaration of 
religious*liberty in 1776, followed by [he disestablish- 
ment of Anglicanism in 1779. Thomas Jefferson’s 
“Virginia Statute of Religion” (1786) put the lingering 
controversy to rest by a resolution that made religious 
taxes illegal in that state and provided for complete 
freedom of religion or no religion. 

Despite the violent objections of revolutionary dis- 
senters-mainly Baptists-Connecticut did not termi- 
nate its state establishment of Congrcgationalism un- 
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til  1819,and Massachusetts not until. 1833. This means 
that the Massachusetts and Connecticut Missionary 
societies, both organized around 1798 to follow set- 
tlers to the western frontier, had the implicit sanction 
and approval of law in the local commonwealths. 

We now can be more precise about state support or 
quasi-governmental assistance by European religious 
est a blis h men ts or establishment -related agencies for 
mission to and in the American colon,ies. Around 
1623 the governmentchartered Dutch West Indies 
Company established a colony in New Amsterdam 
and directed the Reformed faith. In 1638, King 
Gustavus Adolphus established a Swedish crown col- 
ony at New Sweden on the lower Delaware River with 
Lutheranism as tlic official faith. In  1689 thc Anglican 
bishop of London appointed James Blair as bishop’s 
commissary for Virginia, inaugurating a long period of 
controlling from Britain the development of Anglican 
missions in the New World. 

During the colonial period New England was also 
the site of a semiestablished Puritan-type mission en- 
terprise directed toward Native Americans living in 
the colonies of New England. I t  was known as the 
New England Company and was commissioned 
officially by Lord Olivcr Cromwell’s Long Parliament 
in 1649. A special training institute for Indians wits 
established at Ilarvard and inspired the later founding 
of Dartmouth College. The considerably mixed mo- 
tives of the society included the conversion and 
pacification of the Indians; efforts to forCstiIll the 
political and territorial ambitions of the French and 
the conversion of Indian tribes by French Jesuits; and 
in general the aim of extending the sway of Protestan- 
tism in the New World, and placing obstacles before 
the advance of “popery.” 

DISESTABLISHMENT TO 1898 
The beginning of this period coincided with the out- 
break of the Second Great Awakening among the 
American churches and was especially prolific in giv- 
ing rise to voluntary societies. Simultaneously the 
postrevolutionary churches sought to stem the tide of 
deism and atheism, to create new instruments for 
home mission (especially on the western frontier) and 
foreign mission, and to develop the practices of 
revivalism that were to become the hallmark of 
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Amcrican evangelicalism. As missionaries went over- 
seas they encountered varying degrees of receptivity 
from colonial regimes (mostly British in the case of 
US. missionaries) and local governments, ranging 
from cautious welcome t o  outright hostility. 

During the last five decades of this period, 
especially from 1846 to 1898, the climate of religious 
voluntarism gave way to a new spirit associated with 
the slogan “Manifest Destiny.” This contained ele- 
ments of incipicn t nationalism and of AngloSaxon 
racial and cultural superiority vis-h-vis the “colored” 
races. I t  lcd to political pressures for the annexation of 
new territories in Texas, the Caribbean, the Hawaiian 
Islands, and eventually the Far East. Insofar as these 
pressures were fed by religious zeal and missionary 
motivation. there occurred a subtle intertwining of 
rcligious and political motifs and an unofficial col- 
laboration between Church and Statc. These had as 
their common goal the political and spiritual aggran- 
dizement of the, United States. Yet in this period the 
separate interests of Church and State were not dis- 
tinguished or sharply defined. 

Some points of special interest in this period might 
well yield dividends through a more detailed in- 
vestigation of Church-State ties: 

1. US.  niissihtiury relariotiships wirli Liberia, 
foundcd in 1822 as a colony for freed Amcrican slaves 
under the impetus of the American Colonization 
Society (1817). The Society was greatly assisted by the 
actions of state legislatures and churches that raised 
funds for the emancipation of slaves and their even- 
tual “repatriation” to the African colony. No Federal 
funding or authorization was involved. 

.2. U.S. missionary relariotish@s with the Hawaiian 
(Satidwicli) Islatid~, first reached by American mis- 
sionaries in 1819. Some missionaries and the i r  
offspring left the mission and bccame ministers of 
state under Kamehameha I. Annexation talk began as 
early as the 1850s. In 1894 a coup against the 
monarchy, engineered by Yankee intrigue, brought a 
republican form of government. Annexation followed 
in 1898 under pressure from American sugar and 
pineapple interests, reinforced by the need for U.S. 
naval bases in thc Pacific. 

3. US. missionary relationships with Japan, especially 
from the time of the landing of Commodorc Perry’s 
“Black Ships,” the diplomatic mission of Lafcadio 
Hearn, and the facilitation of missionary entry into 
Japan in 1859. The legal and diplomatic basis of this 
entry ought to be investigated. Missionaries originally 
entered as teachers and experts; freedom to propagate 
the Christian faith was not granted until 1873. Since 
that time, the success of Christianity in the empirc has 
fluctuated greatly, influenced alternately by waves of 
antiforeignism and pro-Americanism. 

4. US. missionary relationships with Chitia in the 
period of the Opium War (1839) and the signingof the 
“Uncqual Treaties” (1842-44, 1855-60). The United 
States was involved only marginally in the Opium 
War, during which the British, with assistance from 
the French, forcefully opened China to foreign trade 
and occupation. However, at the Treaty of Nanking 
(1842), U.S. emissaries laid claim to the same conces- 
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sions granted thc French and the British. The second 
group of treaties, drafted between 1855 and 1860, 
opened the entire Chinese empire to mission work 
and granted foreigners the right to travel in the in- 
terior. This group of treaties contained explicit guaran- 
tees of toleration for Christianity and promised to pro- 
tect both missionaries and Chinese Christians. It also 
provided for the payment of indemnities to foreign 
powers for violations on foreign life or property. Two 
former American missionaries were instrumental in 
having sections inserted into the Sino-American 
agreements protecting both American missionaries 
and their Chinese converts. In ensuing years, culmi- 
nating in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, these treatics 
led to repeated armed intervention by foreign powers 
and to exacting indemnities for missionary deaths 
and property damage. 

5. Missiotiary in volvemetir in obtaining. srarekootl Jor 
TcJxas and other former Mexican territories of the 
Southwest. The  role of religious agencies in the U.S.- 
Mexico conflict should be invcstigated. 

The most flagrant violation of‘ the First Amend- 
ment in this pcriod occurred in connection with 
Unitcd States rclations with American Indian tribes. 
Over the years various tribes entered into more than 
seven hundred separate treaties and agreements with 
the U.S. Government, only to see them violated and 
nullified. From 1789 to 1849 the U.S. Congress 
cntrusted the management of Indian affairs to the 
War Department, which did not create a specific 
office and commissioner for Indian affairs until 1832. 
This came two years after President Andrew Jackson 
began enforcing the policy of “Indian removal” that 
rcsulted in the  relocation of‘ eastern tribes to dcsig- 
natcd Indian territories west of the  Mississippi. Prot- 
estent foreign mission agencies assumed respon- 
sibility for evangelizing Native Americans as early as 
1810, but later handed Indian mission work over to 
home mission boards. 

In 1818 the Fcderal government established an 
“Education Fund” and turned to mission boards to 
conduct schools connected with missions on or near 
Indian reservations. In 1834, under the Indian Intcr- 
course Act, provision was made for authorized agen- 
cies such as missions to be active on Indian reserva- 
tions, but unauthorized entry was forbidden to non- 
Indians. Following the American Civil War, President 
Ulysscs S .  Grant adopted a “peace policy” that as- 
signed certain Indian reservations to particular mis- 
sion boards, which would nominate local agents and 
conduct mission and school work. Some churches 
became virtual surrogates for the government in the 
areas of Indian education and welfarc. Scrious con- 
stitutional questions apparently were bypassed for 
many years in an arrangement of mutual convenience. 

The partnership between churches and the Federal 
government lapsed about 1890. In 1908 a judicial deci- 
sion handed down in the Quick Beurcase denied the il- 
legality of the churches’ collaboration with the 
Federal government on Indian reservations, arguing 
that i t  was a special case and did not violate the First 
Amendment. 



AMERICAN COLONIALISM To 1946 
Pressures for a greater American imperial role in the 
world mounted during the post-Civil War decades 
under the stimulation of the mystical doctrine of 
“Manifest Destiny” as well as the requirements of 
growing foreign trade and commerce. Yielding to ap- 
peals from the religious press as well as from commer- 
cial and diplomatic interests, President William 
McKinley in April, 1898, ordered the U.S. Caribbean 
fleet to blockade Cuban ports and sent a Pacific task 
force under Commodore Dewey to destroy the 
Spanish fleet in Manila Bay. The sudden expansion of 
U.S. military and naval power into the Caribbean and 
Pacific regions led to the establishment of ii U.S. pro- 
tectorate over Cuba, the annexation of Puerto Rico, 
and the colonization of the Philippine Islands. 

In 1903 the United States acquired control of the 
Panama Canal Zone. The extension of diplomatic, 
military, and commercial ties opened the door to a 
rapid expansion of American mission work, im- 
mediately by Protestants and somewhat beliitedly by 
Roman Catholics. A conference of US. Protestant 
denominational mission representatives held in New 
York in 1898 led to an informal agreement to under- 
take the Protestant missionary occupation of the 
Philippines on the basis of a comity arrangement pro- 
viding for exclusive denominational spheres of in- 
terest. Under similar terms Protestants began mission 
work in Cuba and Puerto Rico, while American 
Catholics began to replace Spanish clerics, especially 
in the Philippines. Despite close consultation and col- 
laboration between representatives of Church and 
State in these new initiatives, no violations of the 
separation of Church and Stiitc are hinted at. 

The American missionary role in China, believed 
to be the key to the cvangclization of the Orient, 
deepened in this period through the swelling ranks of 
student missionary volunteers and through the dis- 
closure of the circumstances of missionary martyr- 
doms, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, in the 
aftermath of the Boxer Rebellion. U.S. diplomacy, 
under Secretary of State John Hay, endeavored to pre- 
vent a general colonial dismemberment of China by 
the ranking European colonial powers ilnd Japan. 
Partly as a result of represcntations by U.S. mission 
interests, which organized in 1893 ii Foreign Missions 
Conference of North America, the United States sup- 
ported the “Open Door Policy,” which recognized the 
territorial integrity of China but provided equal access 
to trade, commerce, and other interests- including 
mission work- to all foreign powers. Indemnities 
were imposed on China by the Great Powers for 
damages to foreign life and property during the Boxer 
Uprising, but the U.S. Government, responding to 
pressures by American mission interests, commuted 
most of its share of the indemnity fund into a scholar- 
ship grant for the education of Chinese students. 

The phenomenon known as “orphaned missions” 
posed a major challenge to Church-State relations dur- 
ing World Wars 1 and 11. Hostilities between Allied 
and Axis forces affected mission activities ;it thc 
European home base as well as i n  foreign fields. The 
international effort to “savc” German and Finnish 

orphaned missions and keep alive ihc work of in- 
digenous churches is one of the brighter aspects of this 
story. Mission agencies in the US., Canada, Sweden, 
and Australia supplied resources and personnel to 
orphaned missions in East and West Africa, India, 
and Pdpua New Guinea. In China a great multilateral 
effort was launched to assist stranded missionaries of 
all confessions. Ninety per cent of the assistance came 
from North America. 

Out of the experience of’ orphaned missions 
cooperation there developed growing recognition of 
the suprunarionul character of the mission enterprise. 
There was a test case at the Versailles Peace Con- 
ference in 1919. Under the trciity as first proposed. 
German mission propcrtics in colonics nliindiltcd to 
victorious Allied powers wcrc subject to confisciition 
by the Allies iiS wartime reparations. ‘I he intcrvcn- 

, tion of J .  H. Oldhiirn 0 1  tllc Interniltionid Missionary 
Council (IMC) and the powerful advocacy at Ver- 
sailles of the principle of the religious neutrality of 
mission work succeeded in overturning the vindictivc 
provision. Article 483 of thc Vcrsiiilles 1 rcaty spcci- 
lied that mission propcrtics were exempt from coli- 
fiscalion and eligible to he placed under thc trustee- 
ship of another mission group of  the Silnlc fiiith. I h r -  
ing World War I 1  this principlc ol’~Iic supr;iniitioniility 
of mission work was gcncrally rccognizcd iilld iitlh~rctl 
to by ihc Allicd authorities. 

At the Whitby meeting of the lMC in 1947 the 
principle of the supranationality of mission work wiis 
again underscored as ii fundaniental principle of 
ecumenical cooperation. Closely related was advocacy 
of the right to profess, prilcticc, and propagate one’s 
own faith iinywhcrc, to hc cnslirincrl in thc U.S. 
Universal Dccliiriition of I lumiin Rights ( 1948). 

This period as a wholc demonstriltcs thiit. while 
Church and State arc still separate, they h a w  ovcrlilp- 
ping spheres of interest. In the practice of missions, 
especially outside the territorial boundiirics of the 
U.S., i t  k not possiblc for mission groups to fulfill 
their objectives without coordinating thcir own in- 
terests and objectives and occiisionillly making united 
representiitions before governmcntal authorilics. 

I N D E PEN D E N CE MOVE M E NI’S ‘I’O TODAY 
Radicillly new situations now fiice churchcs iiS they 
seek to be faithful to the gospel, to defend Christian 
community, and to maintain their own independence 
over against the power of the strong modern stiite. In 
this period too’we witncss the collapse and withdrawal 
of the Western colonial umbrella that provided a pro- 
tective environnient for mission work through neiirly 
fivc ccnturics. 

More significantly, the collii1)sc of colo11iiili~111 
heralds the coming of national indcpcntlencc to the 
nations of Asia and Africa and, in Latin America. il 
struggle against .vestiges of neocolonialism and 
“Yankee imperialism.” Mission work now encounters 
trends to national self-determination that stimulate 
the revival of indigenous cultures and long-quiescent 
rcligious fiiiths. Christianity is quickly idcntificd iis ill1 
alien minority faith introduced and supportcd by the 
West. Young churches, sensitive to these trends, ac- 
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celerate steps toward independence and practice of thc 
three autonomies-self-government, self-support, and 
se1 f-propaga tion. 

In some new states the heavy burden of supporting 
former mission schools, hospitals; and welfarc institu- 
tions is relieved by the socialistic emphasis on govern- 
ment as the sole purveyor of education and health 
care. In many cases independent nations continue the 
earlier colonial practice of Church-State partnership 
by giving grants-in-aid to church schools and hospitals 
or, after nationalization, by continuing to employ 
church and mission staff on government payrolls to 
work in former mission institutions when indigcnous 
qualified workers are not available. These mission- 
aries sent by American churches or foreign missions 
then become government contract workers, occa- 
sionally deriving support from both sending church 
and foreign state. 

In the early period of transition from colonialism to 
independence, newly independent states frequently 
retained Western-style parliamentary governments of 
national unity dedicated to serving the welfare of the 
people and committed in some degree to constitu- 
tional process and preservation of basic human rights. 
In the period of troubles that followed, these earlier 
constitutional experiments increasingly were replaced 
by unstable regimes marked by coups and counter- 
coups, factional rivalries and civil war, assassinations, 
martial law and the suspension of civil liberties, often 
resulting in dictatorships of the Left or the Right. 

For local Christian groups who risk defiancc via 
protest or nonconformity, there are direct and im- 
mediate penalties, up to and including trial, imprison- 
ment, and the execution of key leaders. For foreign 
mission groups that S‘upport local churches in their 
struggles, there are generally secondary penalties such 
as deportation of missionaries, denial of visas, or 
refusal of the right to return. Only rarely are mission- 
aries subjected to martyrdom as in El Salvador. 

In the colonial missionary period Christian mis- 
sions through the proclamation of the gospcl and a 
multitude of service activities bore witness to the 
revolutionary hopes and aspirations of many people. 
But today revolutionary and counterrevolutionary 
situations pose the greatest test to the leadership of 
local churches, and indirectly to US. mission person- 
nel. Responses vary country by country and church 
by church. Some churches, to win public favor or out 
of thcological conviction, may be tempted to identify 
closely with the revolutionary goals of party or local 
government. By endorsing national policy or aligning 
Christian faith with a particular ideology, they run the 
risk of being co-opted, of losing freedom and indepen- 
dence, and degenerating into a religious mouthpiece 
for official policy. Alternately, churches may so dis- 
sociate themselves from revolution or counterrevolu- 
tion, as to become irrelevant, detached, and wholly ‘ 
spiritualized. The wisest course may be the middle 
ground of positive engagement with revolutionary (or 
counterrevolutionary) issues, dialogue with political 
leaders, discrcet independence from political pro- 
grams, and abstention from thc endorsement of a 
given party or programs (i.e., the policy of “critical 
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distance” advocatcd by East German Protcstants and 
by the Roman Catholic hierarchy in Chile). Such ad- 
vice may appear sheer luxury to Third World 
churchcs, lacking the strength to maintain such a 
stance iiild intimidated by thc risks and penalties. 

Local churches have demonstrated considerable 
differences in responding to political opprcssion, 
economic exploitation, or policies like apartheid. For 
example, churches in Namibia (South-Wcst Africa) 
that for decades espoused political neutrality and took 
rcfuge in a dualistic doctrine of the “two kingdoms” in 
recent years have taken the lead in supporting human 
rights and calling for an end to South Africa’s illegal 
domination of  the area. On the other hand, churches 
in the Southern Cone of Latin America that earlier 
were leaders in the struggle against militarism and 
authoritarianism seemingly have become “burnt out” 
and have retreated to the safer ground of political 
neutrality. Churches that remain directly vulnerable 
to repressive measures by security organs of the state 
cannot be faulted for calculating the risk of confronta- 
tion and exercising the greatest caution in their deal- 
ings with authorities. United States churches, mis- 
sions, and ecumenical agencies, from their privileged 
sanctuary in the North, may play a stabilizing role by 
giving encouragement to Third World churches, offer- 
ing material assistance, and making use of diplomatic 
pressures and media channels to seek redress of 
wrongs. The possibility of violating the First Amend- 
ment may arise at some point, but i t  seems more hy- 
pothetical than real. 

On the other hand, as U.S. churches accept respon- 
sibility for “conscientizing” their own members as to 
the facts and realitics of the United States global im- 
pact and bcgin to challcnge thc policies and practices 
of‘ the U.S. Government and US.-based TNCs, i t  is 
likely that thc area for direct conflict will widen. 

THE TERRAIN 
During the nineteenth century and continuing 
through the period of American colonialism, the U.S. 
Government met the American churches overseas 
as a friendly collaborator and benevolent protector. 
U.S. foreign policy in this period was influenced and 
shaped by the idealism of the churches and their mis- 
sion agents; i t  was scldom interventionist except in 
times of war. There were selected colonial interests, 
but no urge to dominate the world or to maintain a 
global U.S. presence. In the last three decades, 
however, the U.S. Government meets the church 
overseas not as a mere diplomatic presence but as a 
major actor and independent shaper of the destinies 
01’ various regions o f  the globe. Depending on the fra- 
tcrnal links bctween U.S. churches and their partners 
ovcrseas, and the value orientations, cthical idealism, 
and theological commitment they reflect, conflicts of 
intercst will arise bet- Amer an churches and the 
US. Government and bctween American churches 
and foreign states that align themselves with U.S. 
Government policy. In short, the churches will have 
to make some painful decisions about whcther to give 
their loyalties to thc secular kingdom or to the 
Kingdom of God. IWW 


