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INDEPENDENCE DAY OBSERVED 

 

Let us pray:  “Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of our hearts, 

be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer.”   

       “In the name of God: +Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.” 

 

Today, we are honoring our Nation, in anticipation of tomorrow’s celebration 

of Independence Day.   

(Yes.  “Independence Day” is its formal name, and we in the Episcopal 

Church do things decently and in good order - so no colloquial “4th of July” 

in this sermon.) 

As I contemplated how Independence Day and our nation should be reflected 

in our Worship, I thought about where we are as a national community, and 

I meditated on the readings that the Lectionary, in its wisdom, has selected 

for Independence Day. 

Re-reading them, I was particularly struck by the multifaceted – not 

necessarily consistent or congruent – moods and thoughts the Lectionary’s 

readings contain.   

Given where our nation is right now, this seems appropriate to me, since I 

also see our Nation’s history as multifaceted.  Like the readings, our history 

has been full of many – not necessarily consistent or congruent – moods and 

thoughts.  

I invite you to join me on my journey, as I discerned what we might 

contemplate in these readings for Independence Day in 2022. 

The first thing that had energy for me was God’s command in our Old 

Testament reading from Deuteronomy.   

Moses is giving his Second Discourse.  He has gathered the entire nation of 

Israel and he is addressing them just before they cross the Jordan.  First, 



Moses retells  the story of the nation’s deliverance from Egypt and the story 

of the nation’s travails in the wilderness.   

He then turns to relaying edicts from God to the nation.  These edits involve 

how they should live as a nation in their new country. 

In our reading, Moses relays this edict to the nation of Israel:   

The LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great 

God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no 

bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and 

who loves the strangers, proving them food and clothing.  You 

shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land 

of Egypt. 

I agree wholly with this and was tempted to write a sermon calling us 

prophetically to return to the specific edict; to end the power of those in our 

society today who act with wanton cruelty against every group listed in the 

passage. 

And this is a worthy topic since our society is currently awash in issues where 

God’s call to protect the powerless and oppressed needs to be heard.  And 

we, as a parish, need have a role in advocating for those who don’t have a 

voice or aren’t being heard.   

But then I read the Gospel from Matthew. 

Matthew’s Gospel confronted me with Jesus’s very necessary corollary on 

prophetic action. 

Jesus tells us: 

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor 

and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and 

pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children 

of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil 

and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the 

unrighteous. 

This stopped me in my tracks . . .  So . . .  we are supposed to love those 

cruel individuals who are ignoring God’s direct edict as well as loving those 

who agree with us.  Huh?   



Jesus is reminding me I can’t be consumed with hatred and contempt for 

these individuals, even if I am contemplating prophetic action against the 

rather cruel and rigid ideologues that seem to have taken over some of our 

country’s long-time institutions.  Even if I don’t trust them to do the best for 

the American people and must oppose them, Jesus still tells me I need to 

pray for them. 

How do we do this?   

How do we learn to love our enemies and bless those who persecute us?  Is 

this even possible? 

These are not easy questions, and Christians have struggled with this for a 

long time.  I began looking at the history of the Church for examples of those 

who spoke prophetic words but also loved their enemies.  I was seeking a 

follower of Jesus Christ who loved his enemies and also managed to follow 

the edict from Deuteronomy. 

The pronoun is a bit of a spoiler.  I settled on Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

One caveat.  World War II Germany is a fraught place to find a model – and 

I am not intending to imply our nation is the equivalent of 1930s Germany.   

Nonetheless, wartime Germany was an acid test for Christians’ faith.  And 

Bonhoeffer’s example is so shining that he now is among the 20th Century 

Martyrs gracing the façade of Westminster Abbey.  Here is a very brief sketch 

of his witness.  If you want the complete story, I recommend the book 

Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy by Eric Metaxas.   

After Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in 1933, Bonhoeffer saw the 

danger immediately.  At first, he sought ways to confront the danger from a 

distance – including pastoring German-speaking congregations in London 

beginning in October 1933.  But he received the call back to resistance in 

Germany, and he returned to run an illegal Seminary in Finkenwald for the 

Confessing Church (those German Christians who declined collaboration 

with the Nazi Regime).  The authorities closed the Seminary in 1937.  In 

1939, Bonhoeffer took his resistance to the United States.  Nonetheless, 

realizing war with the United States was inevitable, he returned to resistance 

in Germany before the U.S. declared in war in 1941. 

To Bonhoeffer, true discipleship now demanded political resistance against 

the criminal German state.  He became involved with direct resistance 



(including “Operation 7,” the effort to smuggle Jews into neutral Switzerland) 

and tangentially assisted his brother-in-law Hans von Dohnanyi in the military 

attempt to stop Hitler by assassination.   

During this time, he wrote that the Christian must live maturely and 

responsibly in the world, and live by God's grace, not by ideology.  In March 

1943 he was arrested and incarcerated.   He survived as a prisoner until he 

was executed on April 9th, 1945.  This was few days before the end of the 

war, as the Soviet armies moved across the diminishing face of the Third 

Reich to victory. 

For today’s sermon on balancing prophetic action and love for one’s 

enemies, I looked for guidance to his posthumous book “Letters and Papers 

from Prison.”  I am looking particularly at the “Prologue: An Account at the 

Turn of the year 1942-1943”.  He was looking back at lessons Christians 

learned in 10 years of the Nazi regime, war, and his imprisonment.   

Here are some of the practical approaches that he learned for loving one’s 

enemies in the face of unimaginable injustice while remaining prophetic.  The 

first one astonished me, since it came from a pastor in prison, who was 

ultimately executed: 

[Some Statements of Faith on God’s Action in History] 

I believe that God can and will let good come out of everything, 

even the greatest evil.  For that to happen, God needs human 

beings who let everything work out for the best.  I believe that in 

every moment of distress God will give us as much strength to 

resist as we need.  But it is not given to us in advance, lest we 

rely on ourselves and not on God alone.  In such faith all fear of 

the future should be overcome.  I believe that even our mistakes 

and shortcomings are not in vain and that it is no more difficult 

for God to deal with them than with our supposedly good deeds.  

I believe that God is no timeless fate but waits for and responds 

to sincere prayer and responsible actions. 

[Contempt for Humanity?] 

The danger of allowing ourselves to be driven to contempt for 

humanity is very real.  . . .  Whoever despises another human 

being will never be able to make anything of him.  Nothing of 



what we despise in another is itself foreign to us. . . .  We must 

learn to regard human beings less in terms of what they do and 

neglect to do and more in terms of what they suffer.  The only 

fruitful relation to human beings – particularly to the weak among 

them – is love, that is, the will to enter into and keep community 

with them.  God did not hold human beings in contempt but 

became human for their sake. 

The View from Below 

It remains an experience of incomparable value that we have for 

once learned to see the great events of world history from below, 

from the perspective of the outcasts, the suspects, the 

maltreated, the powerless, the oppressed and reviled, in short 

from the perspective of the suffering.  If only during this time 

bitterness and envy have not corroded the heart; that we come 

to see matters great and small, happiness and misfortune, 

strength and weakness with new eyes; that our sense for 

greatness, humanness, justice, and mercy has grown clearer, 

freer, more incorruptible; that we learn, indeed, that personal 

suffering is a more useful key, a more fruitful principle than 

personal happiness for exploring the meaning of the world in 

contemplation and action.  But this perspective from below must 

not lead us to become advocates for those who are perpetually 

dissatisfied.  Rather out of higher satisfaction, which in its 

essence is grounded beyond what is below and above, we do 

justice to life in all its dimensions and in this way affirm it. 

It sounds wonderful, but how do these meditations help as I step from this 

church and return to the fearful and divided society in 2022?   

Here are a couple resolutions I am making, with God’s grace.  And I invite 

you to find ones that work for you. 

1. I will recognize that those with whom I disagree are as much Children 

of God as am I.  I will remember what the Epistle to the Romans tells 

us – that while we were still sinners Christ died for us.  And that this 

means all of us.  And I will ask God’s grace to avoid nursing contempt 

for those of his children whom I am called to oppose. 

 



2. I will keep in mind the experience of oppression, so I don’t become 

complacent in the face of oppression.  I will remember that following 

my Lord means maintaining my empathy and solidarity with those 

described in today’s reading from Deuteronomy, and that Our Lady 

described in the Magnificat.  And I, with Bonhoeffer, will ask for Grace 

to keep this empathy fixed on our higher calling, rather than on our 

worldly resentments. 

 

3. I will focus on trusting, with Bonhoeffer, that as I work for justice and 

equality, God will give me the strength I need when I need it – and I 

will also recognize, with Bonhoeffer, that God can use my mistakes 

and shortcomings as much as my “supposedly good deeds.” 

 

In closing, I have one more quote from Bonhoeffer to share:  

We are not Christ, but if we want to be Christians, we must have 

some share in Christ’s large-heartedness by acting with 

responsibility and in freedom when the hour of danger comes, 

and by showing a real sympathy that springs, not from fear, but 

from the liberating and redeeming love of Christ for all who suffer. 

When I find myself fearing for our nation and decrying where we are as a 

civil society, I will take the saints, including Bonhoeffer as tutors.  When 

called to prophetic action, I can use their example to resolve the dilemma we 

heard today in our readings from Deuteronomy and from Matthew.  We can 

advocate for the powerless without giving in to the temptation for contempt. 

Amen 

Sermon by Shawn Nowlan, Senior Warden 


