FROM THE PASTOR: July 4, 2010

When you read this, we will be celebrating our nation’s 234th birthday.  While the 4th of July remains an important holiday nationwide, we who live and worship in Olde City Philadelphia are perhaps more conscious than most Americans of the history of Independence Day.  After all, Old St. Joseph’s was already here when Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence a few streets away; and the Continental Congress approved and signed that historic document literally around the corner from us.


We often hear the claim that America was founded as a Christian nation; but that point actually continues to be much debated.  For instance, in a lead article published earlier this year (February 11) in the Sunday “New York Times Magazine,” Russell Shorto wondered “How Christian Were the Founders?”  We do know that both John Adams and George Washington (neither of them Catholics, of course) worshipped more than once at Old St. Mary’s.  We also know that Washington and his wife, Martha, who were Episcopalians, worshipped regularly at both Christ Church and at St. Peter’s.  Ben Franklin likewise worshipped at Christ Church and is interred in its graveyard at 5th and Arch Streets; but I heard recently that he attended largely to please his wife, Deborah.  He had been raised an Episcopalian; but many contend that in his adulthood, he was more a Deist than he was a Christian of any stripe.

Perhaps in some ways the point is moot; because it is certainly possible to make the case that the Enlightenment, for all of its anti-clericalism and glorification of reason, was nonetheless the offspring of European Christianity.  And whether the Founding Fathers and Mothers (and the documents they authored) were explicitly Christian or not, it is clear that our country was founded on lofty shared ideals and values.  Thus, whether Thomas Jefferson was a Christian or a Deist when he penned the Declaration of Independence, he still managed to write memorably: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men (sic) 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.”

With the 4th of July falling on a Sunday this year, we have a special opportunity as believing Christians to ask ourselves how our faith and our patriotic spirit fit together.  We hardly need Kate Smith to remind us at a Flyers game that God has richly “blessed America” in many ways over the course of its history.  But as a nation, do we still have a widely shared vision and common values?

In 1917, Woodrow Wilson was still able to rally a majority of Americans to support U.S. involvement in the 1st World War by arguing that “the world must be made safe for democracy.”  And again, early in 1941, Franklin D. Roosevelt was able to build U.S. support for impending involvement in World War II with his “Four Freedoms” speech.  He could still argue credibly that “we” – by presumed consensus – desired “a world founded upon four essential human freedoms”: freedom of speech,  freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.

Those freedoms have not been universally realized; and it is no longer clear that everyone, even in America, believes that they could or should be.  The world of 2010 is far more complex and diverse than it was 70 years ago.  Pluralism, while expanding individual freedom and choice, has also diluted community and consensus.  Public debate seems more mean-spirited and less civil than it once did.  And as millions of gallons of oil gush into the Gulf of Mexico, the specter of De Tocqueville’s prescient observation – made at around the same time our current OSJ church building was dedicated – cannot help but haunt us: “As one digs deeper into the national character of the Americans, one sees that they have sought the value of everything in this world only in the answer to this single question: how much money will it bring in?”  

Whatever role Christianity may have played in our country’s founding, it seems clear that the core beliefs and values of our faith – especially when “preached” through lived example – can potentially play a key role as our country moves forward.  Who other than Christians can ask whether people are willing to embrace “revolutionary” practices such as loving our enemies and praying for our persecutors?  What other creed will propose that people “sell all that they have” and follow Jesus, relying first and foremost on trust in Divine Providence?  And is there any more radical sort of freedom than that of being able to “turn the other cheek” and follow the way of the cross while “emptying ourselves, taking the form of slaves”?  

At the very least, such Gospel values seem well suited to curb the cultural and economic excesses that are endemic to our time.  The Gospel also offers hope – and that can often seem in short supply “in the world.”  Certainly, America needs our prayers; so let’s ask God to bless America this July 4.  With God’s help, perhaps we can yet become “one nation, under God, with liberty and justice for all…”
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