
 
326 South Segoe Road, Madison, WI 53705 | (608) 233-6297 | covenantmadison.org 

 
6th Sunday after Pentecost: “A Preacher, a President, and a 
Patriot” 
 
Mark 1:14-15 
Pastor Charlie Berthoud | Sermon for Sunday, July 4, 2021 
 
 
Today, we mark 245 years since the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence on July 4, 1776, the birthday of our nation. Happy 
birthday, USA! 
 
As we eat our apple pie and wave our flags, we Christians need to 
remember that our ultimate loyalty is to God, not to any politician, 
political party, or country.  
 
Our reading for today reminds us of the core of our faith, in the 
Kingdom of God: 

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming 
the good news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good 
news.” 
 

On this July 4 Sunday, I want to tell you about one 
of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, 
who was also a prominent Presbyterian pastor, a 
college president, and an immigrant.   
 
His name was John Witherspoon. I’ve known the 
name for years, but I never knew much about him, 
and I thought a little reflection on him would be 
appropriate for us on July 4.  
 
Overall, he is not well-known. I’m guessing many of 
you listening have never heard of him.  
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The book John Witherspoon and the 
Founding of the American Republic opens 
with this photo and caption: “In northwest 
quadrant of that monumental city, 
Washington D.C., a bronze statue of John 
Witherspoon towers over traffic between 
Connecticut Avenue and N Street: stately, 
imposing, and altogether ignored” (p. xiii). 
 
Author Jeffry Morrison makes a strong 
case for the significant impact that 

Witherspoon had on the beginnings of our country.  
 
Born in Scotland, educated at Edinburgh, and ordained as a pastor, he 
came to New Jersey in 1768 to become President of the Presbyterian-
affiliated College of New Jersey, which later became Princeton 
University.  
 
He remained college president for 26 years, until 1794. During that time, 
he enhanced the library, donated his own books, improved the 
curriculum, encouraged scientific study, and raised lots of money for the 
college. The college became not only a school for pastors, but also for 
lawyers and national leaders.   
 
Academically he is perhaps best known for his “Lectures on Moral 
Philosophy,” a required class that reflected on politics, society, 
philosophy, history, and human nature.  
 
His students included: James Madison, Aaron Burr, 49 US 
Representatives, 28 Senators, and 3 Supreme Court justices. So, he had a 
huge impact on the country. 
 
He is considered one of the most influential educators of the 18th century, 
famous for his pragmatic Scottish philosophy (sometimes called Scottish 
common-sense realism).  
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Learning was very important to college president John Witherspoon. 
But learning wasn’t just an abstract intellectual exercise for him or his 
students. His teaching was geared toward human social organization, 
with the hope of making this world a better place.  
 
Witherspoon’s wisdom about history and society, and his desire to make 
this world a better place, made him a natural fit for politics. He quickly 
became active in local and national political endeavors. Long skeptical 
of the power of the British crown, he was an early and prominent voice 
for independence from Great Britain.  
 
His political resume is long. Best known as a signer of the Declaration of 
Independence that we remember today on July 4, he also helped to 
write the Articles of Confederation, and strongly supported the 
Constitution in New Jersey’s debates on ratification.   
 
He was in the new Congress from 1777-1784, and some reports say that 
he served on thousands of committees; clearly he was a Presbyterian!  
 
He was a college president. He was a patriot and a politician.  
 
And he was also a Presbyterian pastor and preacher.  
 
John Witherspoon was the only minister to sign the Declaration of 
Independence. He routinely wore a clerical collar in political gatherings, 
seeing no contradiction in his roles.  
 
When there was a movement in Georgia to prohibit clergy from serving 
in the state legislature, Witherspoon responded with a satirical essay in 
which he wondered if Georgia would prefer former clergy who had been 
removed from the church for (and I quote) “swearing, drunkenness, or 
uncleanness.”  
 
From 1768 to 1793, while he was president of the college and helping 
build a new nation, he was the pastor at Nassau Presbyterian Church in 
New Jersey, preaching and leading the congregation. 
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As the number of Presbyterian churches increased, he was instrumental 
in organizing the first national Presbyterian church, and he basically 
wrote our first edition of the Book of Order—the constitution that we use 
today.  
 
In writing the church constitution, Witherspoon relied heavily on the 
Westminster Confession of Faith of the 1600s, although he edited out 
many of the Westminster references to respecting the authorities.  
 
It is not a coincidence that the Presbyterian church and the US 
government similarly have shared leadership and a balance of power.  
 
And as you may have heard, King George and others in Britain 
sometimes referred to the independence movement as the 
“Presbyterian rebellion” due to the strong influence of Presbyterians.  
 
Witherspoon was a firm believer in the importance of religion and 
obviously believed religious people had a role to play in civic life, but he 
was very leery of state churches. 
 
Unlike many religious people of the day, he had a sense of ecumenism, 
of openness to other traditions: 

“I do not wish you to oppose anybody’s religion, but everybody’s 
wickedness. Perhaps there are few surer marks of the reality of 
religion than when a man feels himself more joined in spirit to a 
true holy person of a different denomination, than to an irregular 
liver of his own.” (Morrison, p. 27) 
 

So John Witherspoon sets a solid example for us of someone who 
valued education, social engagement, and religious faith. He is rightly 
seen as a prominent Founding Father.  
 
However, despite being an advocate for freedom from Britain, he was 
also a slave owner, like many other Founding Fathers. While he “only” 
had two slaves, and while he was involved in discussions about abolition 
over an extended time period, he justified slavery based on some Old 
Testament teachings. 
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As our culture continues to confront the complex and painful legacy of 
racism, we grapple with people long-considered to be heroes like 
Witherspoon, who had slaves, tarnishing their legacy. A member of this 
church attended Witherspoon Middle School in New Jersey, which over 
the past year has changed its name to Princeton United Middle School.  
 
So in John Witherspoon, we have an imperfect person, but one who 
strove to use their God-given gifts to serve. He was an immigrant, a 
slaveowner, as well as a college president, a politician, a patriot, and a 
Presbyterian pastor.  
 
His life helps us ponder age-old questions about religious people being 
involved in politics and about how Christians should relate to the 
government, and how to discern good from evil.  
 
Early in the book on Witherspoon, author Jeffry Morrison notes the 
striking contrast of Edward Gibbon publishing volume one of The 
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in 1776, in which Gibbon was 
critical of Christian faith and pastors, writing: 

“The influence of the clergy might be usefully employed to assert 
the rights of mankind; but so intimate is the connection between 
the throne and the altar that the banner of the church has very 
seldom been seen on the side of the people.”  (Morrison, p. 19) 
 

Ironically at that time, Gibbon was a member of Parliament, adamantly 
opposed to the American Revolution, while Rev. John Witherspoon was 
across the sea, on the side of the people, advocating for independence, 
as a politician and a Christian.  
 
So how do we figure out when to think of our political leaders as 
appointed by God, like the kings of Israel? When do we listen to the 
apostle Paul who told his followers to obey their leaders (Hebrews 13.7) 
and to Peter who wrote “Honor the emperor” (1 Peter 2.17)? 
 
Back in the 1700s, church leaders in Britain probably thought people like 
Witherspoon were blasphemous for not respecting their leaders. But 
other religious people felt they were serving God’s purposes, working for 
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freedom, fighting against the established political powers, which they felt 
were tyrannical.  
 
On July 4, we celebrate the John Witherspoons of our history as 
courageous heroes, but in their day, they were called fools, traitors, 
sinners, and worse.  
 
In hindsight, we seem to have very clear vision of who is right and who is 
wrong.  We venerate various people of God who stood against 
established political and social forces of their day: 

• Moses challenged Pharaoh and Egypt. 
• Dietrich Bonhoeffer challenged the power of Hitler and the Nazis. 
• Martin Luther King Jr challenged the power of racism and 

American political leaders.  
• Jesus challenged the power of Herod and Rome  

 
We can look back at these people and call them heroes of faith, people 
who were inspired by God to make the world a better place. They were 
considered heathens, criminals, communists and such, and many such 
people gave their lives for the good of others.  
 
How do we know what to do in our current time, how to faithfully 
engage in working for God’s kingdom and engaging in political action?  
 
How do we know when to honor the emperor and respect the laws, and 
how do we know when to protest and resist?  
 
The life of John Witherspoon helps us, with three general ways to 
prepare ourselves for faithfully engaging with complex issues.  
 
1. Education. Witherspoon dedicated his life to learning. He read from a 
variety of philosophical and religious traditions. He was regularly 
discussing ideas with students and citizens and other politicians. He 
traveled and knew of other cultures, other contexts, other histories.  
He did NOT get his education from hyper-partisan TV stations or from 
his friends’ Facebook posts. 
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2. Involvement. He got involved with people and issues and institutions. 
Between the college, the church, and the state house, Witherspoon was 
surrounded by people in the effort to learn and make the world a better 
place. You don’t serve on thousands of committees for fun. He didn’t sit 
at home and complain about how bad things were. He got out and got 
involved.   
 
3. Prayer. John Witherspoon was a committed Christian, a follower of 
Jesus, a person who knew that Jesus proclaimed a new kingdom and a 
person who prayed “thy Kingdom come, thy will be done.” If we want to 
figure out right and wrong, we need to be grounded in prayer, asking 
regularly for God’s guidance.  
 
So on this July 4, we can rejoice in our country’s history and ideal of 
freedom and say Happy Birthday, America. We can give thanks for the 
courage of people like John Witherspoon. We can pray in the words of 
“America the Beautiful” that God would mend our every flaw, and we 
can recommit ourselves to seeking God’s will above all else. Amen. 
 


