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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

18th Sunday after Pentecost; October 8th, 2017 

Exodus 20:1-4,7-9,12-20 

“The Ten Commandments and Public Policy” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Back in 1997 I was the campus minister at Auburn University 

and I was on television.  I believe it is the only time I have been 

on television, and with any luck it will stay that way.  I was on 

“Teen Court T.V” a show called “Your Turn.”   The issue 

being discussed was “Church vs. State: Prayer in Public Places.”  

My friend Richard Deibert, a fellow Presbyterian minister 

serving in Montgomery, was scheduled to be on a panel for the 

show in the Davis Theater in downtown Montgomery with a 

room full of high school students talking about prayer in school 

and the issues of Judge Roy Moore of Gadston, Alabama having 

the Ten Commandments in his courtroom (a 2.6 ton granite 

statue) and the fact that Roy Moore began each day in court 

with a local, Christian minister saying a prayer.  Richard is a 

man who loves to debate and is good at it.  He likes the 

spotlight and can handle it.  Well, he had an emergency and 

could not be at the shoot  –  that’s what we call it in the biz – 

so, they called me. 

 

The panel included the Attorney General of the state of 

Alabama –  a young guy named Bill Pryor, who was on 

President Trump’s short list for the Supreme Court –  a 

professor of Constitutional Law, John Eidsmon, a lawyer from 

the ACLU – Bobby Seagel, and a Jewish rabbi named Cynthia 

Culpeper.  When the producer called me the show was the next 

day.  Would I come?  Everything in me said “No!” but I said –  
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“Let me call you back.”  Later that day, I called back and said I 

would come and sit in the audience but I would not be on the 

panel.  A very smart move on my part.  I was not prepared to 

enter the fray at that level. 

~~~~~~~~ 

This was big stuff in Alabama in 1997 (and sadly, still is), and 

the whole thing stayed in the news until the Alabama Supreme 

Court ruled on the matter against Judge Moore and the United 

States Supreme Court failed to take his case in 2003.  The court 

had ordered Judge Moore to stop having the prayers in court and 

that he needed to place the statue in a historical context or take 

them down.  He would not and was removed from office. 

 

After that initial ruling against Judge Moore, there was a “Save 

the Ten Commandments” rally on the steps of the Capital –  as 

if the Ten Commandments needed to be saved.   A cottage 

industry sprung up making replicas of Judge Moore’s Ten 

Commandments.  Not only that, but 88% of my fellow 

Alabamians agreed with Judge Moore having the Christian 

prayers at the beginning of proceedings in the court and placing 

the Ten Commandments in his courtroom.  So, it was the better 

part of wisdom for me not to be on the panel, but I agreed to 

come sit in the audience as a clergy representative. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The show was exciting.  Carol Randolf, the host, was very good 

at moving around in the audience and soliciting responses from 

the high school students, and she had good questions for the 

panelists.  It was fun, but I was very nervous.  She came my 

way one time early in the show to see if I wanted to say 

anything, but I waved her off –  this was during one of the 
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commercial breaks.  I was in a minority in the state of Alabama 

in terms of my thoughts on this matter, and I was a little 

uncomfortable with what would become my alignment with the 

lawyer from the ACLU and the rabbi.   

 

Most of the students were saying things like –  “Why would 

anyone want to take away my right to pray!” or “This country 

was founded on believe in God, so why shouldn’t Judge Moore 

have the statue of the Ten Commandments in his courtroom and 

say a prayer each day.”  The ACLU lawyer and the rabbi were 

saying that no one is taking away anyone’s right to pray; rather, 

the courts have ruled that in the schools and in Judge Moore’s 

courtroom the prayers cannot be orchestrated by the 

administration or by the judge because that would be the state 

establishing a particular religion. The ACLU lawyer and the 

rabbi said that people can express their religion, but not if they 

are dealing with captive audiences and representing the state.  I 

agreed with them then and I do now. 

~~~~~~~~ 

I did not want to speak on this television show because I knew I 

would not be poised enough to say all I wanted to say.   The 

format and my own personality did not lend themselves to 

subtleties and nuanced arguments that are relevant in the issue 

of church and state.   This point – nuance –  leads to part of 

the reason for my position on the matter. Because the truths and 

the power of healthy religion are subtle and often nuanced, I 

think the courts are right in ruling that there should not be public 

prayer in the classroom and that Judge Moore should not have 

opened his courtroom day with prayer by local ministers and he 

should not have had the monument of the Ten Commandments 
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in his courtroom.   

 

(By the way, this is the classic Baptist position on the matter 

and there are lots of Baptists in Alabama who, you would think, 

would have agreed with the position of keeping religion and the 

state separate, but such was not the case in 1997 nor, I think, the 

case in 2017).   

 

Anyway, I do not think the state is the place to try to teach 

religious faith.  There is far too much depth, too many 

subtleties, too many nuances, to allow the heavy hand of the 

state to be representing the teachings of Holy Scripture – ours or 

anybody else’s. The state will botch the job. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Carol Randolf came by again during another commercial break 

– I shook my head “NO.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

But I was thinking.  I was thinking that the job of teaching the 

Christian faith belongs to the church!  If there is a decline in 

values and in faith, we cannot sit back and blame our politicians 

and our courts by saying that it all started going array when 

prayer was taken out of the schools.  If there is a decline in love 

and placing value on human life and justice, it is because we 

have failed to do our work at home and in our houses of 

worship.  The state cannot and should not be charged with 

teaching the Jewish or the Christian or the Muslim or the Hindu 

faith or any other faith.  That job is reserved in this nation to 

the houses of worship and the families of our country.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I fully believe the Ten Commandments are valuable instruction 
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for people of faith... and anyone, for that matter, interested in 

how communities can live together and thrive. I believe the Ten 

Commandments have a lot to teach us about human rights and 

living together in justice and freedom, and about individual 

faithfulness.  Looking at the commandment to not steal, for 

example, is rich material for a community of faith to discuss, 

seek to embody and to promote.   That commandment is most 

assuredly about individuals not taking things that do not belong 

to that person, but it is about more than just individuals.  Any 

serious wrestling with this commandment to not steal will ask 

the question – “Are we as individuals and as a nation stealing 

from our neighbor by our level of consumption?” or “When, as 

a nation, are we stealing from our sister nations by exploiting 

indigenous human and natural resources?”  Or “When are we 

stealing from future generations to fund the excesses of our 

generation?”  The Ten Commandments are helpful for a nation 

trying to live in ways that foster health and well-being for the 

world in which we live – thou shall not steal is helpful! 

~~~~~~~~ 

One more example, and there could be at least ten – the 

commandment to remember the Sabbath and to keep it holy has 

more to say to us than “Be kind to yourself, take a rest, trust 

God” –  though it does say those things.  To remember the 

Sabbath is also to remember that all people need rest.  Rest and 

its benefits must be given to all workers as a sign of the value 

that God places on all human beings. We can enact laws that 

show respect for all workers without having to convert the 

country to Judaism or Christianity. So, remember the Sabbath 

and to keep it holy is helpful instruction for us. 

~~~~~~~~ 
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Carol Randolf, the host of the show, came over to me during the 

last break and put her hand on my shoulder, and said, “I’m 

calling on you when we get back.”  I tried to remain calm.  

How could I begin to express my feelings?  Did I want to try to 

say a lot? Did I want to enter into the fray with both feet?  

Would my voice work?   

 

And then I heard Ms. Randolf say “Let’s hear from Bob Prim, a 

Presbyterian minister in Auburn, Alabama.”  I stood up and did 

my best to look calm, and I said –  “I believe I am in a minority 

here (I tried to look sweet and hoped they would all remember 

the commandment about not killing), but I believe the Church 

and the State are both stronger when they are kept separate.”  

And I sat down.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I hold the same position today.  I believe Roy Moore is wrong 

to try to create a theocracy in the United States of America... 

they have that in Iran and we do not want it. We have a liberal 

democracy with room for all manner of faith or no faith and that 

is the way it needs to stay.  I think he is wrong to use his 

position in government to foist onto the rest of us his religious 

views that run rough shot over human rights.  We live in a 

society that gives Roy Moore every right to hold the views that 

he does but not a right to impose those views on the constituents 

he serves – even if he happens to be elected by those same 

constituents.  I not only believe this way because of the 

Constitution of the United States of America, but I believe this 

way because religion becomes cartoon-ish when left in the 

hands of people like Roy Moore. 
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If, on the other hand, Roy Moore were to run on the idea that we 

need to be sure we are not stealing from our world neighbors 

and future generations, then he would have something of value 

to say.  If he were running on taking care of ourselves and 

workers at every end of the income spectrum because all human 

beings deserve respect, then he would be adding to public 

dialogue.  If Roy Moore espoused a position of making sure the 

elderly were not thrown out on the street or left to die in squalor 

because of health care costs, if he talked of honoring father and 

mother in this way, then his ideas would be a welcome addition 

to the public discussion.  He, however, does not think or speak 

this way; rather,  he hauls a granite statue of the Ten 

Commandments into the courtroom and makes a mockery of 

what they actually teach. 

 

I’m for what the Ten Commandments teach us.  Those rules are 

a gift from God to all who will cherish and be guided by them; 

so, let’s not trivialize our faith by allowing state officials to use 

our faith traditions as props for political campaigns.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Here is the wonderful news for today –  

God does not leave us without guidance for how to live!  

Through the Ten Commandments,  

through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus,  

God has shown us what is good!   

There is light for the path we are called to walk.   

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

~~~~~~~~ 

P.S. When God revealed the Ten Commandments to Moses and 

Moses brought them into the community to be followed, God 
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and Moses were seeking to provide for the people a way to be 

together that would lead to health and public safety.  In this 

way, the Ten Commandments were a very political document in 

the sense that they were intended to shape the society in the 

direction of justice and well-being.  Moses, as a politician, was 

deeply concerned with the public welfare of his people.   

Our nation could use more politicians who are primarily 

concerned with public welfare and well being of our society and 

less concerned with getting re-elected or serving some special 

interests that contribute to campaigns.   

 

There are things Democrats and Republicans could do together 

to make our country less vulnerable to the gun violence.  This 

is an issue of public safety.  My family was at a concert last 

Saturday night very much like the one that 22,000 people were 

attending in Las Vegas on Sunday.  I’ve tried to put myself in 

the place of those nearly 600 families whose lives are forever 

changed by the fact a person can legally buy 47 guns – 

including semi-automatic weapons that can be made to function 

like automatic weapons.  This is very bad public policy.  

“Thou shall not murder” seems relevant to this issue.  We are 

killing people with wrong-headed public policy driven by 

special interest groups whose main function is to represent the 

interests of gun manufacturers.   

 

Some of you might be saying... why am I hearing this in 

church?  Here’s why – Thou shall not murder!  Thou shall not 

have any other gods before me; you shall not make for yourself 

an idol! ... We, as people of faith, are called to work for the 

good of the nation and the world... Lets not get tripped up in 
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doing this by attachment to ideology blown way out of 

proportion to the reality of common life.  Lives are impacted by 

our decisions and our votes and the votes of people in public 

office. We are so at odds with one another that we cannot see 

the way forward together.  The people killed and wounded in 

Las Vegas were Democrats, Republicans, Independents, 

Christian, Jew, atheists.... we have a societal responsibility as 

people of faith to work for the well-being of our citizens.  We 

are failing when it comes to our obsession with guns and the 

ideology that fuels the sale of weapons of war to ordinary 

citizens.  We can do better and we better do better and soon...  


