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Scripture:  (Read Philippians 4: 1-9)





One of the blessings for which I never cease to be grateful is the freedom, granted to the preacher from this pulpit, to preach the truth as he sees it.  I, for one, have tried to use this freedom responsibly.  I have never asked that those who hear me feel they must agree with me unless they are given to see the truth as I see it.  I only ask to be heard and considered.





Once in a while it seems essential to discuss a controversial subject.  Today’s topic is such a subject.





Nearly two months ago, church and state relations in our country got a shaking up in the furor over exposure of an Air Force training manual statement warning young trainees against “communism” in Christian church pulpits.  The National Council of Churches appears to have been a chief target of the criticism that developed.  It seems that the manual in question repeated old, long-discredited charges that “30 of the 95” Christian scholars associated with work on the Revised Standard Version of the Bible were “affiliated with pro-Communist fronts, projects and publications.”  The tale of alleged Communist sympathy among the Protestant clergy was based on guilt-by-association techniques, and was applied to a small handful of persons, none of whom was ever proved to be a Communist or a Communist sympathizer.





The kind of alarm stirred up by the furor and kept going by charges, and counter-charges, in the press and by certain radio commentators, tends to throw doubt on the Protestant clergy in general.  Because the patriotism of the overwhelming majority of the clergy was not mentioned, let alone defended, manual readers were left with some impression that Protestant churches, their agencies and their ministerial and lay leadership were under suspicion as a threat to the nation’s security.  The National Council of Churches has been under this kind of attack before.  This time, the Council chose to talk back.





The February meeting of the General Board of the National Council of Churches was held at Oklahoma City.  One issue that chiefly occupied the hearts and minds and consciences of those Board members was the discovery of the charges contained in the Air Force manual identified as NR. 45-0050 containing the following statements:





1.  That “Communists and Communist fellow-travelers and sympathizers have successfully infiltrated into our churches .... that even the pastors of certain of our churches are card-carrying Communists.”





2.  That “there appears to be overwhelming evidence of Communist ante-religious activity in the United States through infiltration of fellow-travelers into churches and educational institutions.”





There were other statements relating to publicity that are also open to debate.  Officers of the National Council protested when existence of the manual with these statements was known.  Upon receipt of the protest, Defense Secretary Thomas S. Gates, Jr. replied with his regret over the entire incident.  Air Force Secretary Dudley Sharp took action, recalling the manual.





There were those who rose up to demand that the manual not be recalled.  And a good deal of pressure was applied to both sides of the debate.  The House Committee on un-American activities took a hand.  And friends of the National Council took a hand, too.





Now the National Council of Churches, and its predecessor, the Federal Council of Churches, is no fly-by-night affair.  Nor is it any subversive organization.  It is the great, cooperative, interdenominational body of Protestant church life.  Its membership includes most of the regular Protestant denominations including our own.  Some 33 denominations, with membership of perhaps 38 million persons are represented in its work. 
