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Have you had your Fourth of July celebrations yet 
 or will you be doing that at the end of this week? 
  It is always a little confusing to decide when to have the family or friend   
   get-togethers when the Fourth falls on a Wednesday. 
Our scripture lessons for this morning are confusing, too.   
 Almost always the Lectionary texts for the Sunday before to the Fourth 
  have to do with power or questions of ultimate allegiance,  
   for even though the 4th of July is not on the liturgical calendar,  
    almost every church in America will be giving it place today.  
Some of those services, I fear, will be absolutely awful, 
 Jingoistic celebrations of anything but God. 
  Fortunately, many churches are doing what we are doing today,  
   giving deep and genuine thanks to God for our nation  
    and acknowledging the privileges and responsibilities of US citizenship  
     while reserving worship for God alone.  
Sadly, I know from conversations with several people  
 that many of us are confused about how best to honor the holiday this year 
  our politics are even more divided 
   and our national conversation uncivil to a shocking degree. 
 People on every side of the divide  
  may feel more led this Fourth of July  
   to pray for our country than to give thanks. 
    There is genuine fear among many Americans of good intention 
     about the future and how it may unfold. 
 
I myself found some solace last week when I was in St Louis 
 for the General Assembly of our church 
  by taking a few hours to go to the cemetery  
   that you see on the cover of the bulletin. 
 It is Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery, 
  which was set aside for military burials just after the Civil War in 1866. 
My father, Edward D. Taylor, is buried there. 
 Born in 1899, he was a Naval Academy graduate  
  and a veteran of both World War I and World War II. 
   My sister Julie and I went to his grave together,  
    the first time we have been back together  
     since our dad’s death in 1971. 
Those of you who have been to one of the National Cemeteries know 
 that they are serene places, with a holy feel. 
  At Jefferson Barracks, people are buried in sections by the year of their death, 



   and on the backs of many of the stones are the names      
     of spouses who can also be buried there. 
 The sameness of the thick white stones, 
  the identical lines flowing across the landscape 
   are themselves a profound demonstration of democracy. 
In row after row lie those who served their country,  
 and their husbands or wives, their differences invisible. 
  Beneath an undulating sea of headstones  
   lie women and men, rich and poor,  
    black and white, Latino and native American,  
     Christian and atheist, Muslim and Jew, everyone American.  
When I was there last week, there were no flags on the graves. 
 There will be flags this week, placed by an army of volunteers.     
  I won’t see those flags on my dad’s grave, but knowing that one will be there 
   lifts my heart. 
 
The Lectionary committee could not have known that feelings might be running high 
 this Fourth of July. What could they have had in mind  
  by giving us this odd mixture of texts?  
The psalm is the de Profundus, Latin for “from the depths”, 
 a psalm that is a universal human cry for help,  
  one of the most poignant cries for help not only in scripture  
   but in all of classical literature.  
The snippet from Second Corinthians, on the other hand, 
 is a mini-stewardship sermon,  
  a plea from Paul to the Corinthian Church  
   to be sure and come through with that promised donation     
    they made the year before for the folks at the church in Jerusalem. 
  As part of Pauls’ plea he quotes the story of God  
   giving manna in the wilderness, to remind the church  
    that it is not necessary for them to have an abundance for themselves.  
     all that we need for ourselves is enough.  
In case you are unaware or have forgotten, this church gives away  
 The interest income from our general endowment; 
  it is not kept for ourselves to cover operating costs,        
   for one thing, the money is not ours. 
 It was given by long ago by saints who wanted it used as Paul advises, 
  so that others might benefit. 
   The group that makes the decisions about where the interest money goes 
    is called the MANNA team, and they are meeting this very afternoon. 
  So it gives me a little Holy Spirit chill down my spine that today 
   We are given a scripture where Paul is quoting the story of the manna  
    given by God in the wilderness. These things are not planned. 
 
We had a sermon on the manna in the wilderness text not long ago, 
 and talked about the North American misunderstanding  



  of what enough means, so I don’t want to linger there today.  
But I do think that deeply divided views about economics are behind  
 much of the political angst in the nation today.  
You will be relieved to know that I’m not going to talk about that either. 
 No one today needs a recitation  
  of the conflicting economic views of our two main political parties. 
If you do want a refresher, all you need to do  
 is type the sermon title from the bulletin into your computer  
  and read what comes up. 
You will find nasty jokes by the members of one party or the other 
 and most of them, not all but most, 
   will be based on how the two parties think about money these days.   
   A lot of the jokes are funny in the way that stereotypes are funny 
    While at the same time full of ugly and usually false assumptions. 
 
On a Sunday for national celebration 
 when we give thanks for the gift of living in nation 
  marked by wealth, abundance, liberty, and freedoms  
   envied around the globe, genuine love for our country. 
    may be one of the few things  
     people in these divided times agree on.  
  We love America, and we want it to live up to the values we cherish, 
   even as our view of what those values ought to be 
    draw many of us further and further apart. 
 
There is not always an obvious relationship  
 between the time of year and given readings for a Sunday morning,  
  but I feel there really is a link today. 
On the one hand we have a cry of despair, 
 a cry that something is terribly wrong that only God can restore. 
  On the other hand we have a scripture  
   about how we ought to use the goods we have.     
    We ought share them with those in need, says Paul, 
     and not base our lives on an abundance of things.  
 
Psychologist Barry Schwartz has suggested  
 that our very abundance may be one source of despair in America today.  
  Most of us have too many options. Some people respond to lots of options  
   by trying to investigate every single one, 
     which creates a kind of frantic need to get only the best.  
 According to Schwartz the most unhappy consumers are the “maximizers.”  
  They constantly second guess their decisions,  
   and continually search the economic horizon  
    to see what they’ve missed. 
  Maximizers do make good choices, Schwartz reports, but they feel worse,  
   never satisfied that they’ve made the best choice available.  



    Instead they are often frantic and miserable.  
 
Schwartz suggests that American culture actually breeds maximizers. 
 Happier are the people he dubs “satisficers,” who simply arrive  
  at a standard of what is enough for them and stick to it. 
Schwartz even offers suggestions for how to go about limiting choices  
 in a seemingly limitless sphere so you can avoid 
  living like someone who is constantly terrified of losing out.   
 
Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall also sees consumerism  
 contributing to what he calls a “covert despair” in North American life,  
  a loss of hope at work in the lives of many people.  
   The literal meaning of the word despair is loss of hope.  
Yet another theologian, Miroslav Volf of Yale, has written, 
 “Our hopes are a measure of our greatness.  
  When they shrink, we ourselves are diminished.  
   The story of American hope over the past two centuries  
    is one of increasing narrowingthe horizon of hope  
     has shrunk to the scale of ‘self-pampering.’”   
 
Golly, can’t we just so sit by the lake and eat a hot dog or two?  
 Must we spend part of Fourth of July week on this kind of topic?  
  The answer is yes, we must, because as followers of Christ,  
   we have a  story to tell with our lives,  
    a story that is needed especially now. 
 
The story of politics says security comes only from the right political policies   
 being played out by the right political party.  
  The story of consumerism says there are no gifts to be had or shared  
   because there is no Giver.    
    Our scriptures today say neither of these things is so.  
The psalmist cries out in despair. In hopelessness 
 Whatever the source–illness, invasion, betrayal, destitution–      
  we’re never told what it is.  
   But the cry itself is an assertion that there is someone to cry to.  
 And did you hear the psalm begins in despair and by the end of those short lines  
  it moves to hope in God. 
   There is a Divine Listener, a hearer who has the power to transform.  
When infants in understaffed institutions  
 cry long enough without any response, they give up.  
  It’s called “failure to thrive.” Some of them die.  
   A cry like that of the psalmist is a bold counter claim  
    that our cries do not go out into an empty void. 
 
Today is day of national remembrance in a remarkable nation,  
 a place of actual physical and expressive freedom for many,  



  and of material comfort for which we can and should give thanks  
   to a listening God. Not to the marketplace,  
    and certainly not to any political party.  
As Paul urges the Corinthians to lead generous lives,  
 he’s inviting them, and us, to live from the story of life under God. 
   Life under God means restoration.  
   Life under God means reconciliation 
    Life under God means things get rearranged:  
     poverty becomes wealth, the blind see, the lame walk,  
      the deaf hear, the dead are raised,  
       and two fish and five loaves of bread  
        can feed not just one family but thousands.  
There is a story, says Paul, our story, that says  
 “There is a more excellent bread than political jingoism or crass materialism.  
  It is the bread of life, and we cannot bake it.  
   It is the free gift of a man who laid down his life  
    so that all people might know what it is to be free.” 
 
The challenge for us in these challenging days  
 is to act what we believe.   
  To live as reconciled, restored, hope-filled people.  
   And no, I can’t do it and neither can you if we rely on ourselves 
    but we have each other and nothing is impossible with God. 
So why not decide this Fourth of July week to honor the holiday       
 by practicing democratic values.  
  By listening when you don’t feel like listening.  
   By finding the courage to speak 
    when you would much rather be silent.  
 By committing to speak with civility and courtesy  
  even if our civility and courtesy will not be returned.  
Silence is not an option. Silence is not an option. 
 As Presbyterians we believe the Spirit works through what is voiced,     
  what is voiced is the stuff that God has to work with in the world 
    and every voice is needed.  
As Americans we don’t have to agree. We are richer when we don’t agree,  
 But we’ve got to talk to each other. 
  And as followers of Christ we must take every opportunity  
   to voice our best hopes for our nation and our fellow citizens  
    and for our neighbors around the globe.  
 
When I typed the sermon title for today into my computer 
 most of what I got back, as I said, was unrepeatable. 
  But there was one exception.  
In honor of the July Fourth holiday I’m going to call it 
  “the American exception.” 
   It was on a Reddit site called “End the joke”.  



The beginning of the joke went like this: 
 A Republican and a Democrat walked into a bar.  
  The bartended said “Have you been here before?,…” That was the set up 
Here was the reply a fellow citizen our yours and mine gave:  
 “Yes we have. 
   “Every election year we come in to celebrate our friendship  
   regardless of our political beliefs.  
 Whichever one of us is the "big loser" in the election plays  
  for the…booze we are about to consume  
   and buys a full round for the bar.” 
 The bartender said "So which one of you is the Democrat?"  
  The man answered, "What does that matter?”  AMEN.  
 
 
____________ 
 
The quotes from Douglas John Hall may be found in “Despair as Pervasive Ailment” published in Hope 
for the World, Mission in a Global Context, Westminster John Knox Press, 2001. The quote about hope is 
by Miroslav Volf and was quoted in the Hall article. 
Barry Schwartz book is The Paradox of Choice, Why More is Less, Harper Collins, NY. 
 


