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WAS IT WORTH IT?
PROPOSITION:
INTRODUCTION:

A.  We all wear many hats and fulfill many callings.  We are parents, spouses, grandparents, sisters, brothers, sons, daughters, workers, bosses, neighbors, friends, and so forth.  One of my primary callings is to be a gospel preacher and Christian pastor.  But I do not come to you as a preacher today.  I do that on Sundays mostly, 9:30 a.m. and 6:00 p.m.  Today, I come to you as a fellow citizen of these United States of America.


This is Memorial Day, the day we remember with gratitude all those countless men and women who have given their lives in the defense of our country.  But we also remember those who sacrificed in other ways.  All gave some; some gave all.  But all gave some.  Some did return home, but they left something back on the battlefield.  Some left parts of their body, parts of their health, or parts of their peace of mind.  All gave some; some gave all.  They apparently found our nation to be worth defending, worth risking and ultimately giving their lives for her.  But was it really worth it? So what if America is attacked and defeated and we have to live under some other regime, some other government? Would it really matter? Is there anything unique or exceptional about America and our American way of life?  

B.  I hope to answer that question in the affirmative this morning.  America is truly an exceptional nation.  The American way of life is truly an exceptional way of living.  We should be very glad, very thankful we live in America.  And we should be thankful to those who gave their all in defending America.  


1.  When I say that America is exceptional, I am not really speaking in terms of geography.  Many parts of this land are truly wonderful.  Even the vast wastelands of the West are gorgeous.  The nearly lifeless deserts of New Mexico and Arizona are as beautiful as they are burning hot at times, but they are still wastelands.  There are many other places in God’s world that are also fertile and fragrant and fascinating.  So American exceptionalism does not really refer to our real estate.  


2.  Nor does it really refer to its people.  The only truly indigenous American people are the Native Americans, a fine people, but definitely a slim minority of our population of over 300 million.  Most of us, including those here today, are immigrants or the descendants of immigrants.  We are Dutch and German, Scottish and English, French and Lux, Italian, Asian and African.  We come from all over the world—but we are Americans.  So what’s exceptional about our country is not our people.  You can find people like us everywhere.    


3.  And American exceptionalism does not really refer to our religion or religions.  Many other places in the world are also religious, some much more than us.  Is America a “Christian” nation? That’s a tricky question.  It is quite true that some of the Pilgrim Fathers who settled on our shores did believe that they had a special covenant with God, that they were constructing a New Israel in America, and that America was the new Promised Land.  Though my own spiritual roots come from this stock, I do not agree with them.  No nation on earth can be the New Israel or the new Promised Land.  


C.  Rather, the key to American exceptionalism and our truly superior, American way of life, for which many died, and which is still worth defending today, is to be located in our primary documents.  


America is the only nation that was founded on a creed, a set of beliefs that works well because they correspond to reality.  These “self-evident” truths of the rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” are the real keys to American exceptionalism.  


America is the only nation you can join and truly become a full citizen, no matter your ethnic background.  My father was born in Germany.  His parents very quickly became Americans, truly, fully American.  Oh, they still liked fried potatoes and sauerkraut, but they were Americans.  My father rarely spoke German (unless we kids misbehaved!).  That’s because he was an American.  But I could never become French or Italian or Scottish or Chinese in the same way:  these are all ethnic nationalities.  I might become a citizen of one of those nations, but it would not be the same.  


That’s because America was not founded on any particular ethnic background, but on a wise set of core principles and beliefs.  And anyone who embraces those same beliefs is already an American, even before they attain official citizenship. 


D.  So what are these beliefs? What is the uniqueness of American exceptionalism?  Several tenets of the American creed, these truths which our founders held to be “self-evident,” I think, were borrowed from the Bible.  And that’s why I said that the question of whether or not America is a “Christian” nation is a bit tricky.  The sacred value of human life, the inviolability of the human conscience before God, and the human rights to basic freedoms are indeed biblical ideas, even if they came to our founders through the philosophers.  These ideas and this creed are what compose Americanism and makes America and our American way of life exceptional.  This is what makes America worth defending.  These benefits have been bought by the blood of those who went before us, for which we must be grateful.  Let me mention just three of these radical, biblical notions.  

I.  POLITICALLY.


A.  Politically, in America, we govern ourselves by means of a constitutional, representative republic.  The need to do so is squarely based on the biblical principle of human depravity, that people have been deeply scarred by sin and turned inward, and so government must somehow safeguard the individual from the tyranny of the majority.  Since power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely, our founders wisely spread political power out as thinly as possible:  each citizen has one vote, one share of the political authority.  


And with our vote, we elect people to represent us.  But they are accountable to us, because every so often they need to receive our endorsement to continue.  If they are inept, ineffective, insincere, or immoral, we can vote them out of office.  Theoretically, my vote counts the same as everyone else’s, including our elected president’s, who is also just a citizen and has only one vote.  

B.  Our government is also held accountable by a system of checks and balances, once again to spread the power around, to prevent tyranny.  The legislature, composed of hundreds of people from every part of every state in the union, makes the laws.  The executive branch (the President, elected by all the people) enforces the laws.  And the judiciary determines the legality of the laws according to our constitution.  With the exception of the judiciary, if we don’t like what these people are doing, we can call them home and send in somebody else.

C.  We also have a binding constitution which safeguards the rights of all, including the minority.  This is what prevents the majority from enacting laws which might disadvantage or harm a minority, and this is necessary because it is just too tempting to usurp and abuse power.  And this is one reason why so many people still flee their homeland and seek to live in America.  Previously, they were ruled by dictatorial regimes which routinely abused power, where they had no rights whatsoever, and where their individual lives were counted of little or no value.  


So we must be grateful for our nation and for those who defended it.  And we must engage in the political process ourselves, by seeking to persuade others of what is right and good for all, by supporting the best candidates for office (or some of us running ourselves), and, above all, by voting in every single election.  
II. ECONOMICALLY.


A.  When it comes to economics, America is also exceptional.  That’s because American economic understanding was based on the fundamental biblical principle of the right to private property, a right which we so casually take for granted, but which is unknown in so much of the world.  The eighth commandment states:  “You shall not steal.”  What this commandment presupposes is the right to private ownership.  If nobody owns anything as in communism, or if everybody owns everything as in socialism, then it would be impossible to steal anything.  But since God forbids stealing, he also grants people the right to own things.  

And our American founders recognized this right to private ownership.  Not even the government can steal according to our constitution.  The government may not seize anyone’s property without due process of law.  They may levy taxes, but only if is approved by the officials we elect, and those taxes must be fair and apply to all citizens for the common good.  


B.  This right of private property inevitably leads to the economic system called capitalism.  If I have a right to own things, then I can use my wealth to engage in business and to increase my wealth as I see fit, so long as I am not harming others in the process.  And so in the quest to provide goods and services to others, I work to produce the best quality at the best price.  This economic competition has been the great strength of our nation.  It was what turned America into the greatest economic superpower in the world.  It is an important key to American exceptionalism.  


C.  At the same time, America has been characterized by her generosity and volunteerism.  There is much, much work to be done.  It is only quite recently that we looked to the government to help the poor and the disadvantaged in our land.  Originally such compassionate care was accomplished voluntarily by churches and caring societies and individual benefactors.  Social scientist Charles Murray calls this “social capital”—the spirit of volunteerism and association that has always set America apart.  If we now expect the government to take over this role, they will do so, only much less personally and less efficiently, and only by raising taxes.  Jeanne Cheany notes that in an earlier day, American greatness was found in her “’domestic virtue’:  family, church, and community.  America is the nation where citizens routinely band together in countless small ways to benefit casual acquaintances and even strangers—by cleaning up a park, adopting a highway, volunteering at a homeless shelter.”  

III. RELGIOUSLY.


A.  And religiously, America is also exceptional, but not perhaps in the way we might think.  America was nearly unique in its founding for the remarkable principle of religious freedom.  Many of the first settlers who came to our land did so to 
flee the state church, to escape having some religion imposed upon them, to practice their own religion before God according to conscience.  So one of the unique foundational principles built into our nation at its birth was religious liberty, the belief that the conscience must be free before God.  The state must remain neutral toward religion, neither favorable nor hostile, and there must be no state church.  The state has a God-given duty to perform and so does the church, and they are not the same duty.  So each should allow the other to do its respective works.  


As a Christian, even a Presbyterian, I think everyone should become a Christian, even a Presbyterian.  I’m curious, how many here are Presbyterians? (Raise hand) How many are not Presbyterian …(Raise hand)…but would like to be? (We can take care of that after the service.) ( 


B.  Now how should I accomplish my goal of people becoming Christians? Well, I should pray and seek to persuade people to become Christians.  But I should not ask the government to help me spread my faith, nor to do it for me.  And I would not expect the government to hinder me nor try to prevent me.  The role of the state in religion is to ensure freedom:  the freedom to believe or not to believe, recognizing that the conscience must be free from coercion before God.  

Dr. Peter Hammond, speaking on Isalm Friday night in Orange City, said that he had personally spoken with many Muslims in the Middle East who hated America.  When he asked them where they would like to live if they could live anywhere in the world, without hesitation they all said “America.”  He asked them, “There are many Islamic states in the world, why not one of these?” And they would all reply, “Oh, there is no freedom in those places.”  
CONCLUSION


America is exceptional because wise people long ago recognized these great truths.  They had had enough of their flawed and repressive governments in their homelands—monarchies, the ruling class, government control of property, and state churches.  


They tried an experiment “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”  And they got a lot of things right.  Many of them risked their lives for this experiment.  Many more since their time have died to defend it.  


And the benefits we now enjoy are the result.  America is truly exceptional, and we should be thankful.  But even more, we should seek to make our nation strong:


By staying involved in the political process, studying the issues, supporting the best candidates to lead us, and holding them accountable at the ballot box.


By working hard at our studies or jobs, seeking to prosper so we can support those who depend on us, and by generously, personally helping the disadvantaged.


And by practicing our religion before God.  


All gave some; some gave all, for America, a 
truly exceptional nation.

And so from one grateful American citizen to another, let’s all do our part to honor their sacrifice and to keep our America strong.      

(
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