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Grace and peace to each of you in the name of Jesus, our crucified and living Lord!  

Amen 

 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men (and women) are created 

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”    

 

These are, of course, among the opening words of the Declaration of Independence 

signed by representatives of the Thirteen American Colonies on July 4th, 1776. 

 

Tomorrow, on the 240th anniversary of our country’s independence we take time to 

remember these stirring words and to thank God for this beautiful country of ours. 

 

At the same time, however, as we proudly sing “God Bless America!” and pledge 

allegiance to the flag, may I suggest that we place our annual celebration of patriotism 

within a wider context.  It seems to me that as Christians, we are called to acknowledge 

and celebrate a different kind of citizenship…a citizenship that informs and shapes our 

sense of loyalty and devotion to America. 

 

With that in mind, I’d like to turn our attention to this morning’s reading from the 

Psalms.  Psalm 66, it seems to me, is as fine a 4th of July text as we’re likely to hear in all 

of Scripture.  It has a lot say about our exercise of patriotism. 

 

Professor Richard Carlson of the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg has 

written: “On a day when Americans celebrate their independence and their national 

identity, (Psalm 66) invites us to recognize and celebrate God’s sovereign reign over all 

the earth and each of its nations.  God’s deeds are not the privileged possession of any 

single nation or people, because God is the God of all peoples so that the entire earth 

worships God.”  (New Proclamation,  2004 C, p. 127) 

 

In that light, just listen to the words themselves of Psalm 66: 

 

“Be joyful in God, all you lands, be joyful, all the earth.  

  Sing the glory of God’s name; sing the glory of God’s praise.” 

 

“All the earth bows down before you, sings to you, sings out your name. 

  Come now and see the works of God, how wonderful are God’s deeds toward all 

people.”  

 

“Ruling forever in might, God keeps watch over the nations… 

  Bless our God, you peoples; let the sound of praise be heard.” 

 



For those of us who love America passionately, Psalm 66 reminds us that we join people 

of all lands and nations in thanking God for God’s creative and redemptive blessings.  

This psalm challenges any sense of narrowness or self-centeredness that might cheapen 

or poison our 4th of July festivities. 

 

The late cellist Pablo Casals once said: “Love of country is a wonderful thing, but why 

should love stop at the border?” 

 

I also remember what former Director for Europe and the Middle East of the ELCA’s 

Division for Global Mission, Pastor Said Ailabouni, once wrote.  He said that while it is 

common for us Americans to pray (even publicly) “God bless America!” Christian 

Americans who know that “God so loved the world…” really ought to be praying: “God 

bless the world!”  “We Christians,” he continued, “can never, in good conscience, pray: 

‘God bless America’ – and stop.  We find ourselves driven by the Spirit to add: ‘God 

bless the world, including our enemies.’  For in this prayer we remind God, and 

ourselves, to bless the whole world.” 

 

Now please, don’t get me wrong.  I am not speaking out against American patriotism.  

But I do think that Scripture urges us to be patriots of a different stripe and color. 

 

The late William Sloan Coffin, human rights activist and former Chaplain at Yale 

University wrote: “There are three kinds of patriots, two bad, one good.  The bad ones are 

the uncritical lovers and the loveless critics.  Good patriots carry on a lover’s quarrel with 

their country, a reflection of God’s lover’s quarrel with all the world.” 

 

Coffin continues: “How do you love America?  Don’t say, ‘My country, right or wrong.’  

That’s like saying, ‘My grandmother, drunk or sober’; it doesn’t get you anywhere.  

Don’t just salute the flag, and don’t burn it either.  Wash it.  Make it clean.   

 

“How do you love America?  With the vision and compassion of Christ, with a 

transcendent ethic (of love) that alone can fulfill ‘the patriot’s dream that sees beyond the 

years, her alabaster cities gleam undimmed by human tears.’” 

  

And so, brothers and sisters in Christ, as we prepare to celebrate the 4th of July, we do 

well to remember that while we’re proud to be Americans, we must not forget what the 

apostle Paul wrote his letter to the Galatians: “May I never boast of anything except the 

cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the 

world.”   

 

Indeed, we live first and foremost in the shadow of the Cross. Whether we’re proud to be 

Americans or we sing “O Canada!” or we fly the Norwegian flag from our front doorpost, 

we who live and die in the shadow of the Cross have a whole lot more to celebrate on 

days like tomorrow…because we know that God’s love knows no boundaries or borders 

whatsoever. 

 



One final note:  As you know by now, our friend, the Reverend Doctor Bernhard Erling 

died Friday at the age of 94.  In one of his many Christmas letters to loved ones and 

friends, Bernie wrote the following (which I’ve paraphrased just a little): 

 

“In this war-weary world, whoever we are, wherever we serve, wherever we live, we 

must not hesitate to bear witness in all the ways we can to the power of love – self-

giving, forgiving, suffering love.  Let us remember and practice caring love this 

Christmas…this 4th of July…and all the days of the year.”  (December 11, 2006) 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


