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FAITHFUL PATRIOTISM 

 

I have always loved July 4th – the music, the parades, the food, the fireworks. And 

most of all the flag. I distinctly remember a July 4th when I was 7 or 8 years old. 

My parents were sleeping in, so my sister, brother, and I got busy. Our family did 

not own a flag – so we decided to make one. We found an old sheet in the closet, 

got out our crayons, and painstakingly colored in the blue and the red, the stars 

and the stripes. When Mom and Dad finally got up, they found this crude work of 

art hanging from our upstairs bathroom window. And every July 4th since, I have 

made sure there is a flag somewhere visible outside my home. 

 

But, my friends, there is a reason, why the American flag is not displayed in the 

Ladue Chapel sanctuary – instead, it is standing next to the door in the narthex. 

You see, on our liturgical calendar this is not July 4th Sunday. It is the 14th Sunday 

in Ordinary Time – a Sunday like any Sunday when we proclaim that Jesus is 

Lord. 

 

Our call as Christians is not to focus on the particularity of one nation or one 

political system - but to immerse ourselves in a much larger vision - the vison of 

universal shalom - of God’s kingdom on earth becoming reality for all people. 

And so the question becomes: how can we celebrate July 4th in a uniquely 

Christian way?  How does our faith impact our citizenship? And how can we put 

patriotism and the proclamation of the Gospel together? 

 

First, let me tell you a story.  

 

In the 1980’s, my husband and I shared one position as Co-Pastors of a small 

church in New Jersey. We were poor, but happy. Politically, we were disturbed 

that in those days, federal money was being cut from social programs, while the 

military budget was growing.  And many of our clergy colleagues were 

withholding their federal income tax as a moral protest against what we all 

interpreted as misguided social policy. Sim and I decided on a different path. We 

paid our taxes – but included in the envelope an impassioned letter outlining our 

ethical concerns about the spending priorities of the Congressional budget. 
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But the story does not end there. The next fall, we received a phone call informing 

us that a tax official would be coming to our home in order to conduct a line by 

line audit of our tax returns. Since our income was minimal, we knew this was not 

about suspected fraud – but most likely political back lash connected to our letter 

of protest. So, Sim dragged out all our receipts and spent 6 hours with the tax guy 

at our dining room table. It delighted us no end to discover that we had actually 

overpaid our taxes – and Uncle Sam ended up owing us money! 

 

Now, I lift up this bit of tax rebellion not to get you to agree with me about tax 

policy. But to give an example of how personal faith and Christian discipleship 

can lead someone to engage in a patriotic protest - not because I hate my country, 

but because I love it. And I love it so much that I must call our political leaders 

and political systems to accountability when I determine that they are desecrating 

the very biblical values that undergird the American dream - values of justice and 

freedom, dignity and compassion for all God’s children.  

 

In recent years, a man by the name of Jim Wallis has emerged as a prophetic voice 

calling Christians from both political parties to come together to find common 

ground in shaping the moral life of this nation. He is a strong evangelical Christian 

with a radical social justice vision - which makes him suspect in both 

“conservative” and “liberal camps.” Wallis points out that 80% of scripture lifts up 

some aspect of poverty or injustice as the realm of God’s concern. And this 

modern prophet calls us to higher ground and common ground as faith-based 

citizens. He writes about what he calls “God’s Politics:” 

 

God’s politics is...never partisan or ideological. But it challenges everything 

about our politics. God’s politics reminds us of the people our politics always 

neglect-the poor, the vulnerable, the left behind. God’s politics challenges narrow 

national, ethnic, economic, or cultural self-interest, reminding us of a much wider 

world and the creative human diversity of all those made in the image of the 

Creator. God’s politics…challenges all the selective moralities that would choose 

one set of lives and issues over another.(p. xv) 

 

This vision of God’s dream, of course, is based on our Hebrew scripture lesson for 

today - the familiar words of Genesis proclaiming that we - every person in the 

world - are created in the image of God.  As Christians we also believe that Jesus 

of Nazareth was - and is - the perfect embodiment of humanity created in the 

image of the divine.  And, that following him is the most complete way to realize 

our vocation as the image of God in the world. As such we are - according to the 



3 

 

poet in Genesis - called to have dominion over all of creation. This does not mean 

domination as some would suggest. Rather we are to exercise the kind of 

dominion - the kind of Lordship, if you will - that Jesus did.  Which, of course, 

was servant leadership - bending down in vital service to meet the needs of all - to 

bring all of creation to fullness and abundance and harmony in God’s image.  

 

Our New Testament text from Romans extends this notion of biblical leadership - 

though at first blush it is confusing. We are told by the writer of Romans to submit 

to the political authorities. Why?  Because their authority has been instituted by 

God. But this whole passage is written in the context of legitimate political 

authority - legitimate in a biblical sense - where political leaders understand 

themselves to be servants of God for the public good.  Or, to quote our lesson for 

today: government officials are to be “a terror to bad conduct, not good conduct.” 

As such, political authorities are to rule in the context of the theme of the whole 

book of Romans - which is that those of us who confess Jesus as Lord, are always 

to put our Christian values and vision above the lowest common denominator of 

secular values. 

 

Back in 1774, a Virginia gentleman named Nicholas Creswell, made the following 

note in his personal journal: Went to a Presbyterian meeting. They are a set of 

rebellious scoundrels, nothing but political discourses instead of religious 

lectures.”  This is a sentiment that some of you may share when you feel that 

“politics” has no place in preaching or teaching at Ladue Chapel. But the 

assumption that the church should just keep its holy nose out of the rough and 

tumble of political discourse was not shared by Abraham Lincoln. Republican 

Lincoln was an intellectual agnostic and frequently worshiped at New York 

Avenue Presbyterian Church near the White House. It was clear in his heart and 

mind that God and patriotism cannot be separated. Lincoln suggested that rather 

than claiming through our national policies that God is on our side, we should 

instead pray and worry earnestly whether or not we are on God’s side. 

  

And so what does this intersection of faith and patriotism have to do with us – 

here at Ladue Chapel in the year 2017? How can our discipleship as followers of 

Jesus strengthen our patriotism as those who love our country? 

 

As St. Louis and the nation continue to struggle with the very real tensions around 

racial inequities, how might we educate ourselves and make personal 

commitments to transform our communities - to create social policies and systems 

that offer freedom and abundant life to all our citizens? 
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As the world disintegrates with fires, and drowns with floods, and watches 

glaciers melt, how do we pay attention? As stewards of the creation of God, how 

do we as Christian citizens proclaim that the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness 

thereof? 

 

As we enter another campaign season, how do we discern the biblical call to elect 

leaders at every level of government who, to use Paul’s words, are not a terror to 

good conduct, but instead are God’s servants for the common good? 

 

 In other words, how do we put the values and visions of God central to everything 

we do and everything we are – trusting that the abundance and joy of God’s spirit 

will follow in our living? 

 

The Sunday after 9/11 back in 2001, I was put in an uncomfortable spot as a 

preacher – since I served a congregation 10 miles from the Pentagon and 7 miles 

from the White House. The appointed Gospel text for the day was Luke’s sermon 

about loving our enemies and turning the other cheek and praying for those who 

persecute us. Excuse me? Love those Al Queda monsters who flew those planes? 

Pray for terrorists whose goal was to wipe out America? Somehow turn away from 

the horror of falling bodies and exploding buildings and fire-scorched deaths? And 

yet, as a preacher, I knew that the Gospel values of peace and love and forgiveness 

are always real – and ultimately the only path to healing.  

 

So, I preached a sermon about the non-violent message of Jesus, and the call we 

all have to resist war and revenge, and instead to be peacemakers. It was not what 

people wanted to hear – it was not what people were ready to hear – but it was the 

preacher’s job that day to place the universal values of God above the personal 

pain and sorrow of our nation. 

 

We will end our service today with the words of my favorite patriotic hymn: 

O beautiful for patriot dream that sees beyond the years; 

thine alabaster city gleam undimmed by human tears! 

America! America! May God thine gold refine 

till all success be nobleness and every gain divine. 

 

May it be so! Amen 
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