
When I was young, there was a restaurant in the town my family lived in that had 
special placemats for children. For a while, the pictures on them were flags from 
all over the world. The pictures on one side of the placemats were black and 
white line drawings of flags and the pictures on the other side were in full color. 
We were supposed to color the line drawings on one side to look like the colored 
flags on the other side.  
 
Well, I wasn’t into that. I had a designer’s heart and, truthfully, I felt my color 
schemes and ideas were far better than the ones chosen. I mean…why couldn’t 
the Norwegian flag be predominantly pink, rather than red? And what was wrong 
with a few polka dots around the maple leaf on Canada’s flag? As I offered these 
suggestions, my parents explained to me that the colors and pictures on the flags 
meant something. And that’s all it took. I was fascinated. I wanted to know 
everything about those flags. The Weekly Reader and our crisp, relatively new 
encyclopedias, that smelled of wisdom, were my go-to sources. Based on this trip 
down memory lane, you will understand why I loved this segment from the TV 
show The Big Bang Theory. 
*video 0:00-1:20*stop at “I’m surrendering to fun.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_e8PGPrPlwA 
 
Sadly, “Fun with Flags” came along decades too late for my research. But this time 
of year, when flags are on full display literally everywhere, I remember how I 
loved finding out about them and the nations they represented. Nations have all 
kinds of symbols…flags, statues, birds, songs. I’ve noticed in this country, and I 
assume it’s the same in others, that people have really big emotions when it 
comes to these symbols. I’ve also noticed that sometimes we gauge another 
person’s level of patriotism by the degree to which they embrace certain symbols. 
I can remember one presidential election cycle when people got bent out of 
shape about one of the candidates not wearing a flag pin on their lapel. It must be 
a sign that they don’t love our country or respect our veterans, right? This 
seemed ridiculous since almost none of us, as constituents, wear a flag pin every 
day.  
 
Right now, in our nation, there is a lot of angry talk about what it means to be a 
patriot, what patriotism looks like in the midst of cries for justice from our Black 
siblings, and how our nation’s symbols have wounded some Americans. I think 
this weekend set aside to reflect on our nation’s history, is a good time to talk 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_e8PGPrPlwA


about all of this and I want to frame that conversation around the ideas in Exodus 
20:1-6. 
 Then God spoke all these words: 
2 I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the 
house of slavery; 3 you shall have no other gods before me. 
4 You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in 
heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the 
earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God 
am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and 
the fourth generation of those who reject me, 6 but showing steadfast love to the 
thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. 
 
You probably recognize this text as the beginning of the Ten Commandments. At 
first glance, these commandments seem like just another list of rules, like the 
ones teachers talk about every year on the first day of school or the ones posted 
at the public pool that remind us not to bring glass bottles into the pool area and 
not to use the pool itself as a restroom. These commandments were so much 
more than a list of dos and don’ts to God’s people who were freshly liberated 
from slavery in Egypt. The Israelites drew their identity from these laws and from 
the covenant with God they represent. “You shall be my people and I will shall be 
your God.” The people were to match God’s single-minded devotion to them with 
a single-minded devotion to God. Their actions were to correspond to God’s 
actions. Their character was to reflect God’s character. Sneaky, huh? Basically, 
God set it up so that people who love God are compelled to love what God loves, 
which, it turns out, is each other. It’s brilliant!  
 
This gets a little messy for us at times in this country, though, because many of us 
have conflated love of God and love of country. You’ve seen the imagery of an 
open Bible with a flag waving in the background. You’ve been in churches where 
there is a United States flag and a Christian flag sitting side by side on the chancel 
behind the pulpit.  It isn’t uncommon for churches to celebrate “Freedom 
Sunday,” complete with flags and patriotic songs, and even politicians in the 
pulpit. As a child, I remember attending church with my grandparents on one July 
4th Sunday and being handed a flag as I came in. 
 
Aside from my ethical questions about the appropriateness of churches blurring 
what should be a very clear line between church and state, there are other 



reasons the church should be very cautious about waving flags and planning 
nation-centered worship services. These reasons include, contributing to false 
assumptions about God especially blessing this nation over other nations; 
confusing the gospel of God’s love with capitalism’s prosperity gospel; and 
undermining the prophetic power our faith claims as a counter-cultural witness of 
justice and love in the world.  
 
But, the most compelling reason for the church to distance itself from expressions 
of national allegiance is that many of our neighbors have been marginalized and 
oppressed by the power structures embedded in this country. We should be 
careful about the appearance of loyalty to country over loyalty to the people God 
has given us to care for. Let me explain why this is so important today. Black 
people in the United States are telling their stories of how the political, social, and 
economic structures in this country do not work for them and have never worked 
for them. They are sharing the ways in which this country has wounded them for 
generations. In fact, the words of Frederick Douglass, from his speech, “What to 
the Slave is the Fourth of July,” seem as relevant today as they were 168 years 
ago. He said, “What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national 
independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, 
embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us?  
 
Here’s an example: Our faith teaches us that our place is struggling beside the 
ones who are oppressed, but right now in our country our Black siblings are being 
demonized for demanding Confederate flags and statues be removed from public 
places, while in many instances, the Church remains silent and individual 
Christians struggle with their personal loyalties. We buy into the narrative that 
the Confederacy is part of our nation’s history. These statues are part of history, 
they are art. And that’s true. But they are also painful reminders to Black people 
of the ideas expressed so clearly by Confederate Vice President, Alexander 
Stephens, “The Constitution…rested upon the equality of races. This was an error. 
Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea: its foundations 
are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to 
the white man…” Imagine your relatives were enslaved, imagine your skin was 
black. Would you want Confederate statues in your community’s town square? 
And even if we can’t imagine these things, Black people are telling us it is painful. 
Their experiences should be enough. We should believe them.   
 



Here’s another example: Some of us are upset that athletes are kneeling during 
the national anthem. I’ve talked about this before, but it bears repeating. Our 
national anthem was written by Frances Scott Key, one of the wealthiest slave 
owners in the nation and, make no mistake about it, he wanted to keep it that 
way. He worked tirelessly against any attempts to abolish slavery. Have you heard 
the third verse (the one that is never played) of the Star-Spangled Banner?  
“No refuge could save the hireling and slave/ from the terror of flight or the 
gloom of the grave/ and the star-spangled banner in triumph doth wave/ o’er the 
land of the free and the home of the brave.” 
If your family had been denied this freedom, if your life was still negatively 
affected by the white supremacy that composed these words, if your brothers 
and sisters were dying in the streets, if your children were more likely to go to 
prison than their friends with white skin, as a result of systemic racism, could 
you/would you stand for this song or would you kneel? And what would you want 
the people you go to church with to do? 
 
We are finally listening (I hope) and learning the ugly truth about some of our 
nation’s heroes. This doesn’t mean everything they did was bad or evil. Human 
beings are far more complex than that. Of course they did good things. But 
nothing good they did will make the sin of racism that continues to plague this 
country okay. This tension and complexity is really uncomfortable. Callie 
mentioned in her video last week that sometimes it’s necessary to sit in our 
discomfort for a while. But we aren’t good at that. I will confess, I’m not good at 
that. It bothers me, maybe you too, to be uncomfortable. If I am honest, I would 
tell you that preaching week after week about racism has made me really 
uncomfortable. Because I know it makes some of you uncomfortable. That 
tension is harder to manage because we aren’t in the same room to make eye 
contact or to hug each other after worship. I worry that that I am pushing too 
hard, saying too much, not saying enough, getting it wrong. But then I see 
pictures of Alex’s children, I hear the stories of Black people suffering and I am 
reminded whose side we are supposed to be on and that using my voice and 
getting it wrong is a risk I have to take.  
 
Telling the truth about our shared history does not mean the person telling it 
doesn’t love this country. Standing with our Black siblings as they share how it 
makes them feel to see racist, slave-owners enshrined in statues in their 
communities, does not mean we don’t love this country or the brave soldiers who 



defend it. In fact, I would venture to say it means the opposite. Rev. Dr. William 
Barber II said it well this week, when he said “When people are protesting and 
crying out, and mourning in the streets, what they’re literally saying is, ‘We still 
love this country enough to believe change is possible.’” I love this country and 
because of that I believe we are better than dehumanizing entire groups of 
people because of the color of their skin and where their parents and 
grandparents originated. I believe we can be a nation where there is truly liberty 
and justice for all. But, like the prophets in the Hebrew Bible, we must speak the 
truth about our nation, not because we don’t love our country, but because we 
do. As people of God, centered on the ways of God, our loyalty cannot be divided. 
We cannot care more about a flag or a song or a statue or preserving a white-
washed history than we do about our Black siblings. 
 
In the 8th century BCE, the prophet Micah reminded the people what God wanted 
from them “Make justice happen, now. Love passionately as God loves, now. Be 
God's image in the world, now" (Micah 6:8, translation by Rev. Dr. Lisa Davison, 
Phillips Theological Seminary). 
Jesus, a prophet in the 1st century CE, declared to his followers, “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind…and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Nothing about flags or 
statues or standing for anthems from Micah or Jesus. It was and is always about 
justice and love.  
 
You may have noticed when I was talking to the children about flags this morning, 
I didn’t talk about the symbolism behind the colors on the flag. It turns out, it 
wasn’t until 1782, when Charles Thompson, the secretary of the Continental 
Congress, talked about the colors in the Great Seal of the United States, that 
symbolism was assigned to the red, white, and blue of the flag. He told those 
gathered that the red symbolized hardiness and valor, white symbolized purity 
and innocence, and blue represented vigilance, perseverance and justice. If that is 
true, then may the red on the flag inspire us to have the courage to see ourselves 
as we really are and the stamina to continue to do the work to become the nation 
we were meant to be. May the white remind us to always protect the ones who 
are innocent and measure our society by how we treat the most vulnerable. And 
may the blue remind us make justice happen by day after day committing to 
changing ourselves so that we can change the world. God Bless America. Amen.    


