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When I was in the 8th Grade at E. Russell Hicks Middle School in Hagerstown, MD, my English 
class was assigned an essay on “Why I am Lucky to Live in America.”  Those who wished 
could submit their essays for the annual contest being sponsored by the local American 
Legion.  I eagerly wrote a simple but gushing essay about all the benefits of living in America.  
I wrote about the freedom of press and the media, which allowed me to get the “true story” 
from many viewpoints.  I told of our farm, and the freedom we had to choose our crops and 
livestock, and what we would do with our land.  I detailed the many opportunities and activities 
with which I could fill my free time, and how I had chosen to use the “free enterprise” system of 
our country to establish my own farm businesses with my parents help.  I spoke of my church 
and our freedom of worship, and all the ways in which I practiced my faith.  I lauded the free 
public education from which I and my classmates and all other youth in America were 
benefiting.  I spoke gratefully of the freedom to choose my future profession, which at that time 
I planned to be in the field of medicine.  And of course – because some things never change – 
I wrapped all of this up in a nice little package sponsored by the NFL, framing these grateful 
reflections on my nation within an imaginary time-out that the Redskins were taking on 4th and 
goal at the one yard line.  (Apparently at that point in life, I considered the Redskins part of my 
national inheritance, though in fairness this was in the spring of 1992 after the ‘Skins had won 
the Super Bowl.)   
 
The effort ended up earning me first place in the American Legion essay contest.  It was 
second consecutive year I had brought home that prize.  I was quite the patriot back then.   
 
This is a holiday weekend.  Yesterday, we observed the 239th birthday of our nation, and as 
with any birthday, it was for me a cause for both celebration and reflection.  Celebration, 
because like most of you, I am deeply grateful for the life I have here in America, and all the 
many benefits and blessings that I and my family enjoy as its citizens.  I am proud to be an 
American – and my voice will be joining the chants of all those cheering on the red, white and 
blue when our Women’s National Soccer Team plays in tonight’s World Cup Final.  
 
But also reflection, for while I do love my country and am proud to be one of its citizens, I have 
also come to learn and understand that the simple red, blue, and white-washed portrait of my 
country that I had imbibed from my childhood and my primary education is a myth, and that the 
real picture was and is much more complicated than those middle school essays I wrote, and 
that patriotism is much more than the simple “Do You Love Your Country? – Check Yes or No” 
framework that so often dominates public discourse.   
 
In our family room at home, we have four framed reproductions of Norman Rockwell paintings 
hanging above our computer desk.  Together they comprise the series called “The Four 
Freedoms,” with images representing the Freedom of Speech, Freedom of Worship, Freedom 
from Want, and Freedom from Fear, as inspired by FDR’s 1941 State of the Union Address.  
Amanda and I purchased them in the second year of our marriage, when we were in volunteer 
service and living in Monterey, Massachusetts, which is just down the road from Stockbridge, 
home of the Norman Rockwell Museum and on-site location for many of Rockwell’s paintings.  
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They struck a resonant chord with me from the first, and they indeed embody much of what I 
love and appreciate and often take for granted in this country.  The Freedom of Religion image 
– which features the words “Each According to the Dictates of His Own Conscience” – is 
especially meaningful to me, and a small replica of it hangs just outside of my office door as a 
reminder for myself and a symbol to those who would enter.  It is not too much to say that 
these images have become precious to me.   
 
Which made it even more disturbing when an African-American friend of mine recently referred 
to these images as an example of that which clouds the vision of most white Americans.  In 
short, they aren’t representative of his America, and they don’t speak to his experience as an 
American, though they are often held up as prime illustrations of the most precious American 
values.  He of course, did not know at the time that those pictures were hanging in my living 
room. I was taken aback, even in the midst of a very fruitful and friendly conversation, because 
his remarks hit close to home, quite literally, and his comment has since been like a grain of 
sand that has rubbed against my conscience every time I see those images, which is several 
times a day.  Those paintings, which until recently had been icons of values and traditions I 
held dear, now come with baggage that I previously had no idea they possessed.  So what’s a 
white boy to do? 
 
I have a similar, but longer running dilemma with my beloved football team that plays in 
Washington, D.C.  For a long time, I didn’t have any misgivings about the name of my favorite 
team.  In fact, rooting for the Redskins helped to foster in me an interest in and appreciation for 
Native American culture, helped along by the fact that many of my teachers and friends 
mistakenly thought that I was of native ancestry.  But then I took a Bridgewater College course 
on Native American Literature and Culture and read Dee Brown’s 1970 book, Bury My Heart at 
Wounded Knee.  And it began to really sink in that the Native Americans are a conquered and 
defeated people who were systematically displaced, oppressed, and/or eradicated to make 
way for colonizing Europeans.  And it breaks my heart, not only for compassion, but also for 
shame.  Because those Europeans were my people – my ancestors.  And now the Redskins 
name has baggage.  Or put more accurately, the name has baggage which I have only 
recently begun to see and appreciate. So what’s a white boy who loves his football team to 
do? 
 
As an American Christian, my feelings for my country now come with similar baggage.  While I 
love my country, I cannot ignore our past or our present.  I cannot forget the fact that our 
origins, like that of so many western civilizations, involve the obliteration of native peoples.  I 
cannot overlook the legacy of slavery and racism that clouded our past and still so obviously 
weighs on our present.  I cannot disregard the violence with which our country was founded or 
with which our interests continue to be protected and pressed around the world.  I cannot turn 
a blind eye to an economic system that benefits the rich at the expense of the poor, and which 
exploits the environment to support a lifestyle of overconsumption to the detriment of future 
generations.   
 
But most of all, I cannot pretend that I am not a part of and a benefactor of all these legacies, 
or that my hands are somehow clean and I bear no responsibility for them.  My country comes 
with baggage, true.  But it is my baggage.  As Americans, it is our baggage.  And that leaves 
us with a fundamental choice: Will we claim it? 
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The way I see it, as American Christians we have four basic choices in answering this 
question:  
 

1) We can ignore or refuse to accept the baggage of our past, live as well as we can in the 
present, and enjoy and celebrate the benefits and privileges of our nation and land.  It is 
here that we can say “My country, right or wrong.”  I’ll call this the path of the patriot.   
 

2) We can acknowledge the baggage of our nation but distance ourselves from it.  This is 
the way that many of our Brethren ancestors chose, as they sought to be “in the world, 
but not of it.”  It is the way of separation.  I’ll call this the path of purity. 
 

3) We can recognize the baggage we carry as a nation and seek to shame our country into 
repentance, saying “Thus sayeth the Lord!”  I’ll call this the path of the prophet.  We can 
see this option in the Lectionary scripture readings that preceded the sermon.  On this 
path, we can identify with Ezekiel, sent to a nation of rebels who have rebelled against 
good and against God.  And after we have said our piece, if we are not heard, we can 
shake the dust off our feet as a testimony against our neighbors and move on.  For 
whether we are heard or not isn’t important, for as the scripture says, either way “they 
shall know that there has been a prophet among them.”  
 

4) We can accept the baggage our nation and our history as our own, confess our 
collective sins, and seek to transform our present and our future.  I’ll call this the path of 
the prophetic patriot.  It’s the way of the ones who love their country enough to identify 
with it, share in the burdens it carries, and give themselves to making it better.   
 

In 2005, when I was interviewing for the Associate Pastor position here at the Bridgewater 
Church of the Brethren, I was asked a profound question by the search committee which has 
continued to echo within my consciousness in all the years since.  I was asked – if I were to be 
called to this position, and was packing my bags to leave my former community of faith to 
come here, what I would be sure to bring along with me from my former ministry, and what I 
would try to leave behind as I started in a new ministry setting.   
 
I don’t remember my exact answers, but I remember well the state of my heart at that time and 
in the months that followed.  It was a very trying time in my life, and I wanted very much to 
leave behind the pain and the wounds that I was nursing from that time.  I wanted a fresh start 
in a new place.  Many of our forbearers wanted something very similar when they came to this 
country.    
 
I have been thinking about this question often in recent days as I was preparing for this 
sermon.  One of the commentaries I read1 drew a comparison between Jesus’ instructions to 
the disciples he sent out in pairs to not take any baggage with them, and our own need to lay 
aside our burdens for the sake of our mission.  But it acknowledged that there is some 
baggage we cannot help but take with us – that history we drag with us that interferes with our 
living fully in the present.  And it got me thinking about that question I was asked during my 
interview, and, given the holiday weekend, the collective baggage that we carry as a nation.   
 
And I have become convinced that we are called not to lay aside our national baggage, but 
rather to claim it, and to confess it, and to own it as our own, in order that we might transform 
it.   

                                                
1 “Take Nothing for the Journey.” Homiletics, July-August 2015. 
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Does that make me less of a patriot?  I hope not.  I hope it makes me a prophetic patriot.  For 
we who both love our God and love our country have work to do – to bring the Kingdom of God 
closer to where we live, and make this nation a blessing – a blessing to all its citizens and a 
blessing to all our fellow nations.  With God’s help, may it be so. 
 

 
 
PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE  

Call to Confession – 2nd Corinthians 12:5b,9     NRSV, adapted for the plural 
 …

 on our own behalf, we shall not boast, except of our weaknesses; but he says to us, “My grace is 

sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” So, we will boast all the more gladly of 

our weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in us. 

 
In that spirit, let us join in the responsive prayer of confession, as found in the hymnal… 
 

Responsive Prayer of Confession  Hymnal #803 
Silence  
Pastoral Prayer2 

 
God of life and liberty, on this holiday weekend when we celebrate the birth of our nation, we 
rejoice in the blessed abundance you have bestowed on our cherished land.  We give thanks 
for the freedom of religious expression which allows us to gather the way we have today, the 
freedom to come and go as we please, and for the freedom to say what we think and believe 
without fear of the governing authorities.  We give thanks for the benefits of education made 
available to all, and for the freedom to dream our own dreams and to strive to make them 
come true.  We give thanks for the safety and security we know in this country, and for the 
bounty of this fruitful land, which provides us with plentiful food and beautiful places to rest 
and play. 
 
But God, even as we celebrate and give thanks, we know that these freedoms and these 
blessings are fragile.  So give us the courage and the strength to exercise personal and civic 
responsibility.  Sting our conscience every time we say to ourselves, "Let someone else do it; 
it's their problem; I don't care."  Give us the wisdom and grace to realize that poverty and 
violence anywhere weakens the nation everywhere.  Help us to choose leaders who will do 
what is necessary for the well-being of the nation, its citizens, and our global neighbors, and 
not simply promise to grant our selfish wishes in exchange for re-election.  Help the citizens 
of this land to achieve consensus on our most pressing issues, so that we can come together 
and live in justice and in peace. 
 
With gratitude, we remember those who have gone before us, who cast a vision for a nation 
of liberty and justice for all.  But Lord, we know that that vision remains incomplete.  So 
inspire us and guide us, that we may continue the work of justice and freedom in the cause of 
peace. May ours be the hands and feet that bring good news to the nations, and may our 
voices indeed ring with the harmonies of liberty.  Amen. 

                                                
2 Adapted and expanded from two prayers shared in Homiletics online. 


