Painted Idolatry: “One Nation Under God”  with the response of the artist
By Greg Boyd

October 9th, 2009 
Hello blogging friends,

Some of you probably have encountered the recent painting, “One Nation Under God.” Artistically speaking, it’s an excellent work. Thank you. Theologically speaking, it incarnates, in the most graphic form imaginable, the sin of nationalistic idolatry. It’s sort of an artist’s rendition of The Patriot’s Bible which I reviewed on this blog some time ago. You can see the painting here. As you scroll over each character in the painting a commentary by the artist on why they were included pops up. I’d like to offer a few comments on several characters in this painting.

At the center of the painting, of course, is a very European looking Jesus holding the American Constitution. The fact that he may look European is not critical to the painting.  As the artist, I chose to paint Christ as a symbolic image that is easy to identify.  I did not want to paint an anthropological version of Christ.  Few would recognize him if I painted Him this way.  This document, the author claims is “[I]nspired of God and created by God fearing, patriotic Americans.” One might think that this outrageous modification of the traditional view that the Bible alone is the inspired Word of God would be enough for Christians to lose interest in this work, but I suspect it won’t. Is the author saying that God can only inspire men through the written word contained in the Bible and no further?  I would not put such a confine on God. It’s not clear why this artist believes the Constitution is divinely inspired, though I suspect it’s the same reason other patriotic people throughout history have thought their foundational documents and causes were divinely inspired. This is simply the way nationalistic idolatry works. People just know that God (or the gods) is on our side and against our enemies. It’s obvious, right? Nothing in history has caused more bloodshed than this arrogant and unfounded assumption. Nor, I submit, is anything more contrary to the Kingdom Jesus brought than this assumption.  If one were to study the history of our country it is not difficult to see that the primary motive of most who originally came to America was to seek religious freedom from oppressive governments.  The original Colonists were profoundly Christian.  When the Constitution was drafted the entire group, save a few, was devout Christians.  All believed in God’s hand in the founding of our new country.  You may call this “nationalistic idolatry”, but can you not agree that the constitution was brilliant in its creation?  Never before had such a document been created that would protect the rights of an individual as this!  One of my arguments for such a defense is found in the book, “Five Thousand Year Leap.”  Skousen makes the observation that because of the U. S. Constitution and it’s protection of individual rights, it created an environment for human development previously unseen in world history.  We literally, within a short two hundred years, went from using picks and shovels to placing a man on the moon!  From a Christian standpoint I can only see this as a blessing from God.  Has not America done great good in blessing the world since 1787?  If you look at the advances in medicine, agriculture, energy, science and so forth, has not America done much to advance human development?  I see this as a direct result of a piece of paper we call the Constitution. 
 I believe that any of the harm America has done to the world since its inception is because of powerful people performing unconstitutional acts against our citizens and abroad. The original founders did not want our country to become entangled in wars and alliances outside our own protection.   In the case of war, sometimes it is necessary to fight to protect our freedom.  This is a conservative perspective from the world’s view, but I believe it is the truth.
Moving on, an F-16 pilot is honored to be in the presence of Jesus. The artist comments that this fighter represents all those pilots who have given their lives to preserve freedom. The people these pilots have slaughtered with their bombs and bullets are unfortunately not present. This too is typical of idolatrous nationalism: it gives divine sanction to our spilling of blood while ignoring, if not demonizing, those whose blood we have spilled.

I believe that most who have given their lives for their country have done so with the belief they were fighting for their liberty as Americans.  I believe God expects us to do so.  Are we to allow evil empires to have their way?  One of the provisions of the Constitution is the right to protect oneself.  I am not saying every soldier is a saint.  I am saying that the soldiers in this painting represent those who have given their lives in defense of their country and freedom.  Is not this a good thing?  Of course, every war and every taking of a human life must be accounted for, but God will be the judge of that.
Thomas Jefferson stands close to Jesus, of course, which is a little odd since he is famous for insisting on the separation of church and state and for cutting out all of the miraculous elements of the New Testament. He found the doctrine of the Incarnation to be especially revolting. Something similar must be said of the inclusion of Thomas Payne. He is honored to be in the presence of the pro-American Jesus because he was a Founding Father, wrote pamphlets fueling the American Revolution,  and was an Abolitionist. The artist does not mention that Payne also wrote pamphlets and books vigorously attacking Christianity and all religion. As an Enlightenment Deist, he and other Founding Fathers objected to any belief in supernatural occurrences, such as the virgin birth or the resurrection. I can’t imagine Payne or Jefferson being too happy about being co-opted as cheerleaders for the pro-American Jesus.  This is a common critique of the painting from those who dismiss the premise that these men and women were inspired of God.  I suppose I should have clarified my thinking from the start.  Most artists don’t take the time to explain their paintings, but I painted this picture because I wanted the world to know exactly how I feel.  I knew from the start that some of the figures behind Christ were not devout Christians.  Jefferson and Paine were Deists.  Why would I include them?  I simply believe that God uses capable men and women to achieve His purposes.  Yes, he does interfere in the affairs of men.  It is interesting how people think they know what the artist is thinking.

The former slave Fredrick Douglas is also present, which is a bit ironic, especially in light of the thoroughly European Jesus he’s revering. Douglas famously proclaimed that the Christianity of white America has nothing in common with the Christianity of Jesus. I think he would vigorously join Jefferson and Payne in protesting their inclusion in this idolatrous painting. Also ironic is the inclusion of John Adams, since it was he who wrote in the 1797 Treaty of Tripoli that “the government of the United States of America is not in any sense founded on the Christian religion.” It’s hard to imagine him applauding the intense fusion of church and state in this painting. I interpret this differently than Mr. Boyd.  All the historical figures in the painting were included because of their role in America’s history in strengthening our country and the Constitution.  Does it really matter that Frederick Douglas would not approve of standing next to a European looking Jesus?  Douglas’s inclusion was based on his contribution to Civil Rights and the Women’s Rights Movement. 
My views on separation of church and state are quite different from Mr. Boyd.  Yes, it was important from the start that this country not have a state sponsored religion.  But that does not interpret to mean that Judeo-Christian values should not be upheld in America.  Madison himself said that Constitution was based on the Old Testament having three branches of government.  It was never meant to be a theocracy, but the protection of religious freedom that would allow for anyone to worship to the dictates of their own conscious as long as it didn’t infringe on the rights of others.
Another famous Founding Father who is given the honor of being present with the Constitution-holding Jesus is James Madison. He seems to have been a decent enough fellow, unless you happened to be one of his slaves who tried to get free (many of the Founding Fathers owned slaves). He is reported to have nailed one rebellious slave to a barn yard door by his ear, despite signing a Constitution that declared all men to be created equal!  There is no doubt that none of these men were perfect saints.  I also don’t believe all the criticisms I read these days about the Founding Fathers.  Many people have made it their work to dig up dirt about these men to discredit them.  I would never deny the fact that slavery was an ugly practice at the time.  Many, including Franklin, spoke out against it but could not prevail in their efforts to include it in the Constitution. Although I believe the constitution was inspired of God, it was still written by men.  Not addressing slavery was regrettable, but the eventual abolition of slavery was a great step for our country.  If the Constitution had not been ratified due to the slavery issue, it would have been tragic to our country’s history.
I was a little surprised to find the folk hero Davy Crockett included in this painting. But it must suggest that Jesus was highly invested in keeping Texas part of the Union rather than going to Mexico, to the point of affirming Crockett’s valiant killing of Mexicans to keep this from happening. I can understand that the author is anti-war. He has the right to feel that way.   Saying that I felt Jesus is highly invested in keeping Texas part of the Union sounds like another liberal sarcastic remark about my painting.  When the debate breaks down, usually it results in poking fun.  
A particular interesting character surrounding Jesus is a civil war soldier who is crying. The artist explains that his tears are because the civil war was the only war in which “American fought against American, and brother against brother.” Apparently the many other wars we have fought were not between “brothers,” which is why no tears need be shed over them — even if those we are fighting are fellow Christians. Close by we find an American Revolution Soldier who is said to represent those “brave men who fought against all odds in defeating Britain in the Revolutionary War.” The British, of course, were Christians. In fact, they felt a divine obligation to keep Americans under the authority of the King because the Bible says all authority is given by God and Christians are to submit to the authorities they are under (Rom. 13:1-7). But we killed more of them than they us, and since this artist apparently is happy about this, our Revolutionary soldier gets honored next to Jesus while British soldiers are excluded. One of the most demonic aspects of idolatrous nationalism is that it tends to give people within one’s nation more value than those outside it, especially if those outside are in conflict with one’s own nation. Jesus died to tear down just these sorts of stupid, violence-tending walls (Eph. 2:13-14).The painting is about America, not England or any other country.  Many who have a more liberal view of the world see America as more a part of a happy united world government.  I believe sometimes we must fight to protect our liberty.  How can we as a country maintain our sovereignty if we concede any of our rights?  How effective has the United Nations been in bringing peace to the world?  I believe our strength as a country will only remain as long as we protect the Constitution.
There are many other loathsome aspects of this idolatrous work  Usually, this description would imply the worship of false gods to a Christian. Obviously my view of Christ is different than yours.  That is OK.  The reason I painted this picture was to make a statement about my love of Christ, this country and my feelings about where we are headed.  that could be mentioned, especially regarding the people present in “Satan’s corner” (on the lower right corner), but enough has been said. I included the Satan figure as a symbolic representation of the negative influences that are pulling our country down.  Yes, I believe Satan is real.  I don’t truly believe he looks like that.  Again, the purpose was to show a symbol.   The bottom line is that someday, people from every tribe and every nation will gather around Jesus (Rev. 7:9-10) and I assure you he won’t be holding a particular nation’s Constitution! The chief business of the church is to model this beautiful unity-amidst-diversity in the present. We are to manifest a Kingdom in which there is no male or female, Jew or Greek, rich or poor, American or British, and in which there is no violence.  I too believe that some day Christ will come and all will change.  But until Christ comes, we need to be vigilant in being true to our faith and our country.
This painting is a perfect illustration of the sort of primitive tribalism and diabolic nationalism that keeps Christians from doing this. It must, I believe, be renounced in the strongest possible terms.  Interesting how this essay became progressively harsh as it continued.  I also renounce this author’s views in the “strongest possible terms.”  I must say, I do like that he kept it somewhat under control unlike some of the other mudslinging blogs I have seen.  It is good to have this dialogue. Thank the Lord we still live in a country where we have the freedom to express our views.  
