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 As the weekend of the Fourth was approaching the Nursery School teacher took 

the opportunity to tell her summer class about patriotism.  “We live in a great country,” 

she announced.  “One of the things we should be happy about is that, in this country, we 

are all free!”  A little boy in her class marched forward with his hands on his hips and 

said loudly, “I’m not free.  I’m four!”      

I enjoy reading about the founding epoch of our nation, and this Spring read both 

“American Creation: Triumphs and Tragedies at the Founding of the Republic” by 

Joseph Ellis, and “Revolutionary Spirits” by Gary Kowalski.  Both books illuminate the 

early fragility of the American experiment, and the degree to which the idea of America 

emerged from the Founder’s commitment to Enlightenment ideals and what might be 

called classical liberalism.   

 Early in his book, Kowalski describes liberalism this way: “In the political realm, 

liberalism has been the historic protector and promoter of human rights, carving out a 

zone of personal autonomy exempt from government intrusion or oversight.  

Culturally, liberals prize pluralism.  A multiplicity of creeds and customs is the 

hallmark of a healthy society.  In the spiritual domain, liberalism has been 

characterized by an attitude more inquisitive than inquisitorial, believing that religious 

truth best emerges from the free play of imagination and ideas.  In all its forms, 

liberalism chafes against unwarranted restrictions on the human spirit.”  I thought that 

was a pretty neat thumb-nail sketch, broad enough to include a Radical Liberal like 

Thomas Jefferson, and a Conservative Liberal like John Adams.   

 We are Liberals, we Americans, both Democrats and Republicans and all other 

stripes, and our endemic liberalism infuses our religious life as certainly as it infuses all 

other aspects of our thought and culture.  Ongoing press releases from the Pew Forum on 

Religion and Public Life have underscored what a lot of cafeteria Christians we are, 

picking and choosing our dogmas, Roman Catholics included, laissez faire in the practice 

of our Faith; and no where more so than in California!  82% of Mainline Christians in 

America say there is more than one way to interpret the teachings of their religion, which 

shows a striking and, some would say, admirable independence of mind.   

 As I have watched the unfolding schism in the Anglican Communion led by 

African bishops with very different cultural understandings, I have become increasingly 

aware of the degree to which our practice of Christianity is informed by our cultural 

milieu.  Respected Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote to a 

correspondent in 1899 that “…all in the use of life is in specific solutions—which 

cannot be reached through generalities any more than a picture can be painted by 

knowing some rules of method.  They are reached by insight, tact and specific 

knowledge.”  (pg. 343 “The Metaphysical Club” by Louis Menand).  Which is to say that 

people do not make decisions by logical deduction from a-priori truths.  First they decide, 

then they deduce.  Nigerians are Nigerians before they are Christians, and their practice 

of Christianity is inevitably colored by their Nigerian-ness, and the same is true for 

Americans.  Our American-ness, our liberalism, colors our Christianity.  There is no pure, 
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authentic Christianity, but only Christianity in conversation with specific cultures.  

Christianity is as incarnational as Jesus, God made man.  Christianity leavens cultures, 

but cultures reciprocate in kind. 

My thoughts have turned to these matters of late, though I don’t know that my 

synthesis is yet fit for a sermon.  I think what I want to say is that we ought to give up on 

the idea that we are objective about our Faith or objective about our politics.  We are 

almost wholly subjective, and this is especially true for believers who aren’t perhaps as 

well informed about their Faith as they might be.  An admission of subjectivity can save 

us from the dangers of a false certitude of which we see too much these days.  It can lead 

us to a place of humility, and religion humbly held can be a great contribution to public 

discourse. 

 Ideologues and dogmatists can be found in all walks of life; on the Right and on 

the Left, in religion and in politics—people who believe their vision of the right justifies 

the imposition of their will on others.  That sort of certitude is rarely helpful, and if we 

are able to foster a diminishment of certitude in religious discourse about varied and 

complex issues, we will have cause for gladness.  Humble religion is useful in the public 

square; smug religion is hazardous.  Our Founders knew this, and did what they could to 

structure against the danger of rigid sectarianism.   

 Jesus complains to the crowd in today’s Gospel that they are not easy to please.  

They didn’t like the austere and conservative John the Baptist, and they don’t like 

Christ’s inclusive liberalism any better.  I bet our presidential candidates feel that way.    

The crowd is fickle and hard to dance for. 

I’ve felt a certain queasiness watching Barack Obama and John McCain, two men 

of genuine principle, pandering to American evangelicals, who probably recognize 

pandering when they see it.  One of the surprises of this presidential election cycle is to 

find the Democratic candidate perhaps more comfortable discussing religion than his 

Republican counterpart, though Obama is a member of the United Church of Christ, and 

no evangelical.    

 The pandering serves as a reminder this 232
nd

 anniversary of our independence, 

that religious faith remains a dynamic dimension of American civil discourse, and very 

much belongs in the public square.  Episcopalians ought not to cede the ground of 

discourse to evangelicals, though we may chose to express ourselves differently.  The 

synthesis of liberal post-Enlightenment values and Christian Faith which we have 

achieved is healthful for our nation, and a sure way forward, even if not the only way, 

even if held with humility, unable to claim certitude about much, or even to assert that we 

are the very best way ahead. 

 America remains a nation of enormous promise held in trust by those of us who 

are both heirs of the Founders and heirs of the Gospel.  Our culture, our political 

traditions, and our Faith all hold claim on our souls, and we will be a stronger people as 

each informs the other.  Jeremiah prophesied that a king would come triumphant, humble 

and riding on a colt, the foal of a donkey, commanding peace to the nations.  Christians 

believe that prophecy relates to Jesus, and that our loyalty to Jesus frees us from looking 

to our own nation for salvation, perfection, or the establishment of ultimate justice which 

can flow from God alone.   

 Our commitment to Christ frees us from the idolatry of nationalism, and leaves us 

with the knowledge that the American endeavor, like any human endeavor, demands 
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diligence, wisdom, constant reform, watchful care, and the same determination to strive 

for liberty and justice for every citizen that animated the Founders.   

 Our patriotism needn’t be blind or uncritical, for that was not the way of the 

Founders, and betrays our heritage.  Yet our love of country can be fulsome as we revel 

in our accomplishments and continue to insist on government by the people and for the 

people.  We have no Divine Right to the great privileges that have been ours for 232 

years, but we do have a Divine obligation to secure the freedoms we have, and to expand 

them for those who are still denied the fullness of America’s promise.  Zechariah, at the 

end of his prophesy, says: “Return to your strongholds, O prisoners of hope!” and we 

remain, as people shaped by our liberal heritage and our Anglican Faith, very much 

prisoners of hope, hands to the plow, faces to the wind, in gratitude to God for the 

enterprise upon which we are engaged.  Amen.  GFW+ 


