
1

Sermon – Independence Day
TVR Scott Anderson
St. Peter’s Cathedral
July 4, 2021

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness.”

From the Preamble of the Declaration of Independence

I like when the 4th falls on a Sunday.  If you read carefully the writings from the 
Founders, it will not be hard to see why.  The last time the 4th fell on a Sunday was 10 years ago.  
It has only happened twice since I have been ordained.  This is the third.

Two hundred and forty-five years ago today a group of men launched an experiment.  
Fifty-six men signed a document that set in-place the foundation of something new.  They 
weren’t politicians.  They were farmers, and business owners, and lawyers, and clergy…and they 
were committed to an ideal that was beyond just themselves.

Have you ever wondered what happened to them?  Well, five were captured by the 
British and tortured to death.  That leaves 51.  Twelve had their homes ransacked and burned to 
the ground.  39 left.  Two lost their sons in the war and another had two sons taken prisoner.  
Nine fought and died from wounds or hardships.  Another, an importer from Virginia, saw his 
ships sunk by the British navy and was forced to sell everything he owned in order to survive.  
He died penniless and homeless.  Thomas Nelson, a prominent business owner, had his home 
with all his worldly possessions taken over at Yorktown by Cornwallis as his headquarters.  
Later Nelson calmly told General Washington to fire on his home, which he did, destroying 
everything right in front of his eyes.  Nelson died in poverty.  John Heart was driven from the 
bedside of his dying wife.  He and his thirteen children fled for their lives as his fields and mills 
were being destroyed.  He lived in the woods and in caves for a year.  When he finally returned, 
he found his dead wife and no sign of any remaining children.  He died, exhausted and broken, a 
few weeks later.  That was half of them.  The rest, except for a handful of prominent exceptions, 
were lost to history.

We need to hear these stories and then ask what it was that these people, and so many 
others, were so committed to that they would endure such loss and suffering.  They were smart 
and hard-working people.  They certainly could have adjusted to any economic system or tax 
structure that was imposed by the king.  There had to be something bigger, something more 
important, than their possessions, and even their families, and their sacred honor.  
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How about, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”  Could it be that they were not fighting primarily for 
economic or political independence?  Could it be that they were fighting for the independence to 
embrace their true identity, as given to them by the Creator of all things?  Could it have been 
about their allegiance to God instead of to a particular human being, or an economic system, or a 
power structure?  

We have come a long way in two hundred and forty-five years.  It has been a long time 
since Washington and Jefferson and Adams held office.  It has been many years since Benjamin 
Franklin, Patrick Henry, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison were such important voices in 
our becoming a nation.  And I have to wonder, if they would recognize in us the foundation and 
ideals they held so dear?  Even more, I wonder if these great men could return, and if they were 
to run for office in 2024, would they have any hope of being elected with such radical views?

Here are some things that George Washington said and wrote:

1. “Oh, eternal and everlasting God, direct my thoughts, words and work. Wash away my 
sins in the immaculate blood of the Lamb and purge my heart by thy Holy Spirit. Daily, 
frame me more and more in the likeness of thy son, Jesus Christ, that living in thy fear, 
and dying in thy favor, I may in thy appointed time obtain the resurrection of the justified 
unto eternal life. Bless, O Lord, the whole race of mankind and let the world be filled 
with the knowledge of thee and thy son, Jesus Christ.” 

2. "Without a humble imitation of the characteristics of the Divine Author of our blessed 
religion, we can never hope to be a happy nation."

With crazy thoughts like that he would have never made it through the primaries today.

How about John Adams, our second President?  He said,

1. "Suppose a nation in some distant region should take the Bible for their only law book, 
and every member should regulate his conduct by the precepts there exhibited.... What a 
utopia, what a paradise would this region be."

2. "Our constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate 
to the government of any other."

Surely Thomas Jefferson, our third President, wouldn’t be so divisive.  Afterall he was an 
intellectual and not a big fan of organized religion.  What did he say?  Well, he said,

1. “I am a real Christian, that is to say, a disciple of the doctrines of Jesus. I have little doubt 
that our whole country will soon be rallied to the unity of our Creator and, I hope, to the 
pure doctrine of Jesus also.” 

How about these from Jefferson:
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2. "The Bible is the cornerstone of liberty. A student's perusal of the sacred volume will 
make him a better citizen, a better father, a better husband."

3. "God who gave us life gave us liberty. And can the liberties of a nation be thought secure 
if we have removed their only firm basis: [which is] a conviction in the minds of men that 
these liberties are the gift of God?  Indeed, I tremble for my country when I reflect that 
God is just; that His justice cannot sleep forever."

How about some others?

Benjamin Franklin said, "The longer I live, the more convincing proofs I see of this truth: 
'that God governs in the affairs of men.' And if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without His 
notice, is it probable that an empire can rise [and I would add survive] without His aid?"

John Quincy Adams said, “The highest glory of the American Revolution was this: it 
connected in one indissoluble bond the principles of civil government with the principles of 
Christianity.”

James Madison said, “We have staked the whole future of our new nation, not upon the 
power of government; far from it. We have staked the future of all our political constitutions 
upon the capacity of each of ourselves to govern ourselves according to the moral principles of 
the Ten Commandments.”

Are these founding principles difficult for today’s ears?  Or… maybe they simply give us a 
glimpse of the real foundation, a glimpse into what they were really trying to create.  “One 
nation, under God.”  Maybe by setting and building upon that foundation they gave life to the 
passage from Matthew 6:33 that says, “…seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 
and all [other] things will be added to you.”

Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in 1831 after he visited America, "I sought for the greatness of 
the United States in her commodious harbors, her ample rivers, her fertile fields, and boundless 
forests and it was not there. I sought for it in her rich mines, her vast world commerce, her public 
school system, and in her institutions of higher learning and it was not there. I looked for it in her 
democratic Congress and her matchless Constitution and it was not even there. Not until I went 
into the churches of America and heard her pulpits flame with righteousness did I understand the 
secret of her genius and power. America is great because America is good, and if America ever 
ceases to be good, America will cease to be great!"

We live in a great country.  Sometimes, however, I think we have the tendency to forget why 
it is so great.  It is great not because we have gotten everything right.  Far from it.  It is great 
because it was founded on a reality that, at its core, was beyond human manufacturing.  That 
may seem radical or judgmental or intolerant to some in our day, but the life and the work of 
Christ is where we find true freedom and real greatness.  What Christ makes free is free indeed.
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Freedom, however, is not about doing whatever we want to.  Freedom is having the right to 
do what we ought to.  That is a lesson that every generation of Americans must learn and 
embrace.  If we don’t, we become something different than what our founders hoped for.  
Without God through Christ as our foundation on which to build we become less, not more.

Today is the day that we celebrate the grand vision and the profound hope on which we were 
founded and how God fit into that vision.  That vision and that hope will lead the way, set the 
goal, and repair our mistakes, or we will become, remain, something that we were never intended 
to be.

Amen


