Resisting the Golden Statue

By Tim Godshall, 2004
The story we heard takes place during the 6th century BC, after the Babylonians had conquered Jerusalem and taken many of the Israelites into captivity.  Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, ordered that a handful of Israelites, young men from the royal family, be brought to his palace for education in Babylonian literature and language and that they be stationed in the king's court. 

Daniel, for whom the book is named, was one of four such royal young Israelites. As a reward for interpreting one of Nebuchadnezzar's dreams, the king promoted Daniel to be ruler over the province of Babylon. Daniel accepted the position, but made sure that his three comrades also got

promotions. Their Hebrew names were Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, but they are more commonly known by their Babylonian names: Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.

As emperors are wont to do, Nebuchadnezzar decided that it would be a good idea to build some Really Big Thing to make a name for himself. The Really Big Thing that he built, or, rather, had many laborers build, was a golden statue - 60 cubits tall and 6 cubits wide. Translated into feet that's 90 feet tall and 9 feet wide - rather colossal dimensions for a golden statue. Nebuchadnezzar sent word to all the officials in his vast empire to come to the dedication of the statue. All those present were expected to worship the statue when prompted. The consequences for refusing to do so were made quite clear.

The story gets interesting when a few folks notice that three of the Israelites, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, have not fallen down and paid homage to the golden statue. They tell Nebuchadnezzar, who summons these three and gives them one last chance to worship the statue or be thrown into the furnace of blazing fire. "And who is the god that will deliver you out of my hands?" He asks.

Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego reply:

"O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to present a defense to you in this matter. If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O King, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up."     

What does it mean to worship something? Does bowing down in front of a statue mean that you are worshiping it? If I put myself in the position of these three Israelites, I think it would be very easy for me to justify bowing down to the statue. Who would really be harmed by this simple act? In my mind, I could treat it as some sort of group callisthenic experience. You know, stretching out before the big game.  

God would certainly understand that I wasn't really worshiping, but just acting the part to get through a sticky situation. I could easily invoke a line from Psalm 30 "What profit is there in my death, if I go down to the Pit?"  At age 27, I have a lot more to offer the world if I stay alive a few more years.

I have never, to my knowledge, been faced with a situation where to obey my conscience meant that I would die. I have certainly been faced with situations where obeying my conscience meant potential discomfort, or embarrassment, or hostility, and I have often rationalized away that small voice.

In late September, 2001, I went to a Philadelphia Phillies baseball game with some friends. The U.S. was simultaneously reeling from the Sept. 11 attacks and gearing up for war on Afghanistan. The stadium was a virtual cathedral of civil religion. One man circled the concrete walkway of the upper deck during the entire game, carrying aloft a giant American flag. As the game went on, he gradually accumulated an entourage of children  who followed him like a comet's tail, round and round. 

God Bless America was sung during the seventh inning stretch, and, of course, the invocation to the service was the Star Spangled Banner. I weighed what it would mean to stand during the song. I have often thought of this quandary, whether I should stand in allegiance to a song that invokes the glare of rockets and the bursting of bombs. On the brink of war, it felt important to physically show my dissent by remaining seated.       

But instead I stood up. Inside myself, I prayed for peace. I rationalized that not standing could be misunderstood and generate hostility, or it could be awkward to explain and might embarrass my friends. Those are all nuanced ways of saying I was just plain scared to do something different than the crowd.

Can my choice to stand with the masses and honor a war song be compared to the choice that Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were required to make on the plain of Dura several thousand years ago? To what idolatry does the current empire call us?

The U.S. military budget is over $400 billion. If you add in the interest that the U.S. pays on its national debts from past military expenses, nearly half of every dollar we pay in federal taxes goes to fund war and its preparation.   Compared to the rest of the world, the U.S. military budget is equal to the military budgets of the next 25 countries combined.

The modern nation of Iraq sits on the same land as the ancient Babylonian Empire. This nation was invaded in 2003 by a country with a military budget over 250 times the size of its own.

The ancient Babylonians worshiped a statue that was 90 feet tall and 9 feet wide. The idol that we modern Americans are asked to worship is certainly well over 250 times that size, no matter how you measure it. It is spread out over our country and, indeed, the world. The golden statue that we are required to bow before today is the U.S. military, but the act of worship need not be done publicly. 

We don't need to be the fighters who kill and are killed, or see the weapons that these soldiers use. We don't need to confront the destruction of war or see the faces of widowed women, maimed men, or orphaned children. All that the current empire requires of us is to go to work, earn a living, and not ask questions.

All of us who pay federal income taxes are doing our small part to fund this country's huge military budget. Whether or not we ourselves would be able, morally, to kill another human being, we are legally obligated to pay for weapons designed for that very purpose. Whether or not we could pull the trigger to end someone's life, we are required to pay to train people to kill without hesitation.

My friend Bill Galvin works as a counselor for people who have enlisted in the military, but, since their enlistment, have come to an understanding that what they are asked to do in the military violates their conscience. According to Bill, one of the most-cited experiences that brings G.I.'s to the realization that they are conscientious objectors is bayonet training, where they slash and stab life-like dummies while screaming "kill" at the top of their lungs. This gruesome exercise awakens their minds to the reality of what the military is all about.

Fortunately, there is a legal channel for these G.I.'s to be discharged from military service due to reasons of conscience. Also, the language written into current draft law provides the option of alternative service to conscientious objectors who would be drafted. It has been accepted in this country and many countries around the world, that no one may be forced to kill in violation of his or her beliefs.

But no such provision exists for those who cannot, in good conscience, pay for others to kill in our name. There is no alternative service for our drafted dollars.

I work for the National Campaign for a Peace Tax Fund. This organization has been working for 34 years to give conscientious objectors a legal way not to pay for war. In 1972, the World Peace Tax Fund bill was first introduced in congress to authorize the establishment of a Peace Tax Fund in the U.S. Treasury. 

This fund would accept the taxes of conscientious objectors and direct them in their entirety toward life-affirming purposes only. The bill has been introduced into every session of the House of Representatives since that time, with minor wording adjustments. In  2005, Democrat John Lewis from Georgia introduced the Religious Freedom Peace Tax Fund Bill, as it is now called, in the House. At present the bill has 41co-sponsors.

What would it mean if this bill were enacted?

To be honest, I must let you know that the Peace Tax Fund would not directly affect U.S.

military spending. Picture the U.S. federal budget as a balloon, filled up with air. One part of the

balloon is the war section, the other is the peace section. Even if I devise a way to keep

my air in the peace section, my air will displace someone else's air and push it over into

the war section.

If this seems to invalidate the Peace Tax Fund, keep in mind the results of alternative service in prior U.S. wars. For every man who refused to fight in WW II, Korea, or Vietnam, there was always another drafted to take his place. While alternative service does not stop wars, it does give a legally recognized voice to those who cannot, in good conscience, kill their fellow humans. 

But not all conscientious objectors are waiting for alternative service for their tax money.

Currently, there are at least five thousand people in the U. S. who practice some form of war tax resistance - the refusal to pay some or all of their taxes due to their beliefs against paying for war.     

While there is no fiery furnace, war tax resisters do have to put up with a great deal of economic hassle and hardship. 

Some see this hardship as a lifegiving challenge that inspires them to live an alternative lifestyle in a materialistic culture. But for many it is a burden that ultimately wears them out or forces them to choose between their vocational calling and their beliefs about paying for war. It is not usually possible to hold the same job for more than a year or two as a war tax resister before the IRS finds where you are employed and begins to take a cut of your paycheck.

For war tax resisters, and the thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of people in this country for whom killing is not a justifiable means of solving problems, a Peace Tax Fund would create a legal space in which to voice this conviction.

It would also be a remarkable thing for the government of this country, the only remaining military superpower, to acknowledge that its citizens have the right not to pay for that military. Much of the resistance to this bill in congress is due to a fear that, were citizens given the right not to pay for  war, a lot of them wouldn't! Two of the most cherished responsibilities of Congress are the responsibility to collect and allocate taxes and the responsibility to declare war.

While we do live in a country where our leaders are elected by people, one vote at a time, let's face it: money speaks more than it ought. While millions of Americans marched in 2003 against a war in Iraq, the leaders of this country rode their military machine the opposite direction, fueled by the taxes we paid and money borrowed from future generations. Alexander Haig, secretary of state under Ronald Reagan, said it best: "Let them march all they want, as long as they pay their taxes."

There are many ways we can choose to witness against the idolatry of trusting in missiles, bombs and tanks to protect us. But I think our witness is incomplete if we don't in some way address the economic base of our country's violence. Our addiction to oil and our materialism as a country are both very connected to our bloated military. Resisting complicity in our nation's violence may well mean changing the way we live. 

Whether we like it or not, it is common knowledge that our country's military endeavors are about protecting a privileged way of life for a few at the expense of striving for justice for all.

There are many sermons that could be preached about various lifestyle choices, but I was invited here to talk specifically about my work with the Peace Tax Fund. So, I offer this effort as one more way to resist bowing to the golden statue. 

Support for Peace Tax Fund campaigns in the U.S. and Canada was encouraged in resolutions by both the Mennonite Church and General Conference Mennonite Church before the merger. The Mennonite Church called on congregations to budget for an annual contribution to the Campaign for a Peace Tax Fund.

     But for the Peace Tax Fund to become a reality, what we need even more is grassroots work in congressional districts: We need people of conscience to visit and write letters to their elected officials, and to encourage others to do the same.  

Marian Franz, who recently resigned from directing the National Campaign for a Peace Tax Fund, lobbied congress on this issue for over 20 years. She emphasizes the importance of talking personally about conscience, because no one can tell you your conscience is wrong. Talking about personal beliefs can have a very disarming effect on the person you meet with. It gives them a chance to think more deeply about the issue rather than immediately jumping to the defensive. 

Marian has many stories to tell of transformative encounters with congressional aides. And she could likely tell many more stories of the times when the conversation was something like talking to a brick wall. But you never know when something might click. You never know.

When Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego stood up, literally, for their beliefs, they, too, did not know the outcome. As the story goes, they were indeed thrown into the furnace. But not only did God miraculously spare them, king Nebuchadnezzar had a conversion experience and immediately outlawed any blasphemy against the God of the Israelites, again, imposing a death sentence on any violators. (Of course, it would be asking a bit much of Nebuchadnezzar, a product of his era, to institute a secular state accepting of religious pluralism)

But several millenia later, we now do live in a country where free exercise of religion is guaranteed, although we have seen a lot of civil liberties being threatened over the past 3 years. With talk of a draft being re-instated, a lot of us are concerned that the rights of conscientious objectors continue to be respected in relation to military service. 

I believe we must be equally concerned about the way our tax dollars are silently siphoned away from the programs that need them most and toward the military. We need to speak out against military conscription, not only when our sons and daughters, or we, ourselves, face a draft, but when we are forced to pay for other people and their sons and daughters to go fight for Nebuchadnezzar. And when I use it this way, I realize that the metaphor becomes rather muddled. Who is Nebuchadnezzar in a representative democracy?

It is complex to follow Christ's example in a society where, depending on the situation, we participate in, remove ourselves from, or witness to the state. When it comes down to paying taxes or not, even Jesus' answer is not immediately clear: "Give unto Caesar what is Caesar's, and give unto God what is God's." 

But Jesus' message of nonviolent love, sacrifice, and standing up against oppression is clear in reading the gospels. So is Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego's decision to reject idolatry that we read in Daniel:

"Be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up."

May God grant us wisdom and courage to follow the ways we are called to reject idolatry. And may God grant us the faith that no witness for conscience is ever lost.   

