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Deuteronomy 10:17-21, Psalm 145, Hebrews 11:8-16, Matthew 5:43-48

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Tomorrow (Today) is the Fourth of July which is one of two national holidays celebrated with a feast day in the Episcopal church..  If you are wondering, the other national holiday that is commemorated with special readings etc. is Thanksgiving.  Because the Fourth of July falls on a Sunday this year, it seemed appropriate somehow, to do a teaching rather than a sermon around the topic of Independence Day and more specifically around the American flag.   I used this sermon several years ago, so this updated version may sound familiar.


The Episcopal church in the United States has a lot in common with our national government.  Our church canons or laws and national church policies were developed by the same individuals who wrote our nation’s constitution.  They were the leaders of the new American society and they wanted their church to reflect the tradition, reason, and scripture 

components that they had fought so hard for and were integral to their lives.


The outline of  following was sent to me by a parishioner in California who had served his country during the Korean conflict.  It is a teaching about the formal steps in folding an American flag.  We’ve all been to a funeral with military honors.  We’ve seen the formal folding and presentation of the flag to the surviving relatives but probably not realized that each fold has a spiritual as well as patriotic meaning.  The military honor guard pays meticulous attention to correctly folding the American flag 13 times.  You probably thought it was to symbolize the 13 original colonies.  And it is that, but each fold also has a biblical meaning worth reviewing.


The first fold of our flag is the symbol of life.  In the first chapter of the Book of Genesis, God creates the heavens and the earth and all that is in them.  And pronounces that creation as good.  The first fold of the flag symbolizes our awareness of the precious gift of life given so freely by the creator of the universe.


The second fold symbolizes the Christian belief in eternal life.  St. John tells us that God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that all who believe in him should not perish but have eternal life.   As Christians we know that this life is followed by something incredibly better and we proclaim that belief to the world.  The second fold is a symbol of our belief in that gift of eternal life.


The third fold is made in honor and remembrance of the veterans in our midst who gave a portion of their lives for the defense of our country.  Particularly in a time of war when the military is in the news almost  nightly, we remember and honor with the third fold those veterans alive and dead who served our country in hopes of attaining peace throughout the world.


The fourth fold represents our weaker nature, for as American citizens trusting in God, it is to Him we turn in times of peace as well as in times of war for His divine guidance.    In our baptismal covenant we promise that we will with God’s help.  Christian love and the fourth fold of the flag proclaim the delight of being able to lean on God as our foundation,the delight of knowing that we do not have to go it alone.


The fifth fold is a tribute to our country, for in the words of Stephen Decatur, “Our Country, in dealing with other countries, may she always be right; but is still our country, right or wrong.”  As we look around our communities celebrating the Fourth of July in visible ways, it becomes evident that we in the heartland have a special gift of patriotism to share with the rest of the country.


The sixth fold is for where our hearts reside.  It is with our hand over our heart that we pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and the Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, indivisible, with Liberty and Justice for all.  It is with our heart that we proclaim that we will “Love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, and mind and our neighbor as ourself.


The seventh fold is a tribute to our Armed Forces, for it is through the Armed Forces that we protect our country and our flag against all her enemies whether they be found within or without the boundaries of our republic .  With the seventh fold, in addition, we particularly remember and honor those members of our congregation who are currently serving in the armed forces.


The eighth fold is a remembrance of Jesus Christ who entered into the valley of the shadow of death and rose again that we might also join him when we die.  Jesus died that our relationship with God might be restored.  Jesus says in John 14, “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places.  I go to prepare a place for you.  I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.”


The ninth fold is a tribute to women and mothers.   For it has been through their faith, their love, loyalty and devotion that the character of the men and women who have made this country great has been molded.


The tenth fold is a tribute to men and fathers.  For they too have given their sons and daughters for the defense of our country since they were first born.  Fathers as well as mothers are role models for our connection to God, to our family and to the church.


The eleventh fold reminds us of our Hebrew scripture roots.  We are as American Christians part of the Judeo Christian story.  The eleventh fold represents King David and King Solomon who like many Old Testament figures gloried in their relationship with the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  King David was known as Israel’s greatest king.  David’s son, Solomon was known for his God-given wisdom.


The twelfth fold represents an emblem of eternity and glorifies in Christian eyes God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.   That one undivided Trinity who holds everything together within the bounds of amazing grace and love.  We at Trinity Church have a special bond with the Trinity as it is part of our name, our community life, and  our mission statement.

 
The thirteenth fold or when the flag is completely folded, the stars are uppermost reminding us of our nation’s motto, “In God WE trust.”  After the flag is completely folded and tucked in, it takes on the appearance of a cocked hat, ever reminding us of the soldiers who served under General George Washington who were followed by their comrades and shipmates in the Armed Forces of the United States, preserving for us the rights, privileges and freedoms we enjoy today.


Tomorrow (Today) is the Fourth of July, a day we pause to celebrate with family, friends, and fireworks, the love and admiration we have for our country.  That love is symbolized in our flag and in the way it is folded.  May we continue to remember that we are not only Americans but Christian Americans who as the apostle Paul says,”live, move and have our being” centered in the person of Jesus Christ.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

