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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Independence Day doesn’t often fall on a Sunday. The last time it did was 11 years ago in 
2010, and before that it was 2004. So, it seems like a good opportunity to think for a few minutes about 
God and country, and what the proper relationship between the two might be. Interestingly, a 2015 poll 
by Barna Group, a Christian research company, found that among the three options, faith, family, and 
religion, a majority of Americans (62 percent) rated family as an important influence on their personal 
identity, followed by their identity as Americans (52 percent). Only 38 percent of those surveyed 
mentioned their religious faith as a significant influence on their self-understanding.1 I found those 
results to be a bit surprising, and I suspect that they would have been significantly different fifty years 
ago when I was a child. But maybe that’s just my perception, and I have been unduly influenced by the 
persistent voices on the Christian right who insist that God and country automatically go together, at 
least when it comes to the United States of America. Our country, they say, was founded as a Christian 
nation, and so good Americans will be faithful Christians, and faithful Christians in this country will be 
patriotic Americans. And by patriotic they seem to mean we shouldn’t be critical of our country, and 
especially these days that we shouldn’t be teaching about the negative parts of our history like slavery 
and its legacy of racism and economic injustice. It is particularly this last assumption that I want to 
challenge this morning, in the interest of both fidelity to our Christian faith and of redefining 
patriotism in a less dysfunctional way. 
 I already began this task in my newsletter article written earlier in the week, so if you haven’t 
had a chance to look at that yet, I commend it to your attention. It draws on Abraham Lincoln’s two 
most famous speeches. I’ll continue here this morning with today’s readings, particularly the first 
reading from Ezekiel and our Gospel reading from Mark. My conclusion will be this: Jesus was a 
patriot (is a patriot). He deeply loved, and still loves, his country. But not in the way that patriotism is 
often defined and used in our context. 
 The Ezekiel text comes from the beginning of that long book of prophecy. I talked about the 
Prophet Ezekiel three weeks ago in my sermon, so I hope he’s still fresh in your mind. He was a 
prophet to the people of Israel after they were already in captivity in Babylon. Although Israel was 
God’s chosen nation, through which God had promised to bless all the nations of the Earth, Israel had 
not remained faithful to God and God had allowed them to be conquered by the Babylonians. And at 
this point in the book of Ezekiel, the worst is yet to come. Jerusalem will be sacked, the temple of 
Solomon destroyed, and the captivity will last for fifty years. God’s words to God’s people at this 
difficult time were to call them out for their idolatry and their injustice. They were a nation of rebels, 
God says, opposed to God at every turn. What do you think, was Ezekiel a patriot for speaking these 
harsh words of God to his people? Do you think he loved his country? Could it be possible that he both 
loved his country and was willing to call it to account, even speaking harsh words of condemnation to 
it? (By the way, just as an aside, if you don’t want to deal with harsh words coming from God, don’t 
read the book of Ezekiel.) 
 Then there’s our Gospel reading. Jesus comes to his home town to teach in the synagogue and 
the people take offense at him, particularly because they’ve known him all his life. What do you 
suppose he said that made them so upset? I’m guessing it wasn’t, “God bless Capernaum.” Mark 
doesn’t give us the content of Jesus’ teaching, but we can hazard a guess based on both what comes 
before and what comes after this incident. The very first thing Jesus says in Mark’s Gospel is, “the 

 
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/americans-dont-cite-god-family-country-quite-like-the-cliche-
goes/2015/03/20/bc3e0656-cf1b-11e4-8730-4f473416e759_story.html, accessed July 2, 2021 



kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe in the good news.” The announcement that God’s 
kingdom is near on the lips of a local laborer might be offensive enough to set people grumbling. But 
I’m guessing it was the call to repentance that was even more grating. “How dare he tell us to change 
our attitudes and behavior! Who does he think he is?” And I’m pretty confident that repentance was a 
key component of Jesus’ message at Capernaum, because when he sends the disciples out into the 
villages, that was the content of their message. Yes, they cured the sick and cast out demons. But what 
they proclaimed was repentance. So, what do you think? If that was Jesus’ message, was he a patriot? 
Did he love his country? If so, why do you think he got so many people mad at him? And what about 
the disciples? Can you love your country and at the same time go around saying it should change its 
ways, that it should repent of the harm and injustice it has done and welcome God’s renewed reign? Or 
is that just being divisive? 
 Today our country marks the 245th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence, which proclaimed life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as inalienable rights for all 
people, based on the conviction that all people are created equal. Those are good and noble values and 
aspirations. They have rightly inspired not only the citizens of this country, but people around the 
world for a quarter millennium. And yet at the very same time those values and aspirations were being 
formulated and expressed, and for nearly a century afterwards, one sixth of the population was legally 
denied those supposedly inalienable rights.2 Abraham Lincoln in his day called that an offense against 
God and the unfinished business of the American project. What do you think? Was Lincoln a patriot? 
 More than 150 years later we are still dealing with the fallout from slavery, which was not 
ended cold-turkey at the end of the Civil War, but morphed into Jim Crowe laws, poll taxes, red-lining, 
and a whole host of other oppressive laws, practices, and cultural attitudes that we are still sorting out. 
Can we Americans acknowledge these grave injustices and their generational consequences and still 
love our country? Can we be patriots while still being critical of our past and calling for change? 
 I told you my conclusion about Jesus near the beginning of my sermon. I think Jesus was a 
patriot, that he deeply loved his country, that he even gave his life for it. But Jesus’ patriotism was far 
from uncritical, and did not come at the expense of other nations or peoples. Jesus loved his country so 
much that he could not be silent about its self-destructive, unfaithful ways. He loved it so much that on 
the cross he took upon himself the terrible consequences of its misplaced allegiances, idolatries, and 
injustice in order to destroy the powers of sin, death, and evil that possessed them and to open for them 
a new and better future, reconciled with God, with one another, and with the whole world. Jesus also 
remembered God’s original covenant with Abraham, the promise that through Abraham and Sarah’s 
descendants God would bless all the nations of the earth. During his earthly ministry he embraced the 
foreigners he encountered, and after his resurrection he sent his disciples out to proclaim God’s good 
news to all nations. It turns out that Jesus the patriot loved other countries and peoples just as much has 
his own. That might be bad news to some self-styled patriots who forget that Jesus wasn’t an 
American. But it’s certainly good news for us when you realize that Jesus loves us just as much as his 
own country, that he died for us and for our sins just as much as theirs, and that he invites us into 
God’s good future, God’s coming kingdom, together with them. 
 Sisters and brothers in Christ, on this Independence Day I invite you to be appropriately 
patriotic, to love your country enough to be truthful about it, and to trust Jesus the patriot enough to 
repent and be forgiven, so that God may work also through us to be a blessing to this nation, and to all 
the nations of the earth. May it be so, and may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep 
our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

 
2 Based on 1790 census data counting around 400,000 slaves in a total population of 2.5 million. 


