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INDEPENDENCE DAY, JULY 4TH, 2019 
Reflection by Sister Pat Coughlin, OSB, DMin  
GN 22:1B-19; PS 115:1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 8-9; MT 9:1-8 
 

From childhood my favorite July 4th hymn has been "America The Beautiful" by Katherine 

Lee Bates, and my favorite verse is the 2d: "O beautiful for pilgrim feet,/Whose stern 

impassioned stress/A thoroughfare for freedom beat/Across the wilderness."  Part of  it 

was the language.  The words stern, impassioned stress gave the feeling of  earnestness, 

purposefulness, discipline, determination. They matched my sense of  our puritan forebears 

and the idealism they brought with them. In 1630 John Winthrop the Governor of  the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony wrote, "We shall be as a city on a hill, the eyes of  all people shall 

be upon us."   

 

Today, of  course, I see that hymn verse differently.  I still resonate with the hymn's 

gratitude for the different kinds of  beauty and climate that the many regions of  our country 

have, for the sacrifices that those who have gone before us have made and those that are 

being made now. But now many of  us are more aware that that thoroughfare for freedom 

wasn't open to everybody and that peoples who got in the way of  the national march to the 

Pacific Ocean were decimated. 

 

Today we remember the signing of  a truly revolutionary document for its time, the 

Declaration of  Independence, which has inspired freedom movements and the hopes of  

many people around the world. But, again, many of  us are painfully aware that "all men are 

created equal" did not include everybody. 

 

John Winthrop's words set up a comparison that still lingers in the deep recesses of  our 

national sense of  identity; America has been given by God to those early European settlers 

in the same way that God gave the Land of  Canaan to the desert wanderers. It has inspired 
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this nation to uphold freedom and human rights around the world, often at great cost. It 

has also given rise to a sense of  superiority and entitlement for some people of  Christian 

European heritage. 

 

Today that sense of  superiority is being challenged as never before by Americans of  every 

race and ethnicity.  And, we feel the anxiety that radical change and the pushback to radical 

change always bring. And we're seeing some of  the many ways that people try to cope with 

that anxiety:  rigid religious beliefs; rigid attitudes toward self  and others; exclusivity; 

power, status, money; refusal to own the fragile parts of  ourselves that need healing. 

 

All of  the scripture readings today speak of  the opposite of  anxiety-peace.  Isaiah tells us 

that God's gift of  peace comes as a result of  contrition and humility.  Our translation uses 

the words "crushed and dejected in spirit." The New Revised Standard Version of  the Bible 

uses "contrite and humbled." This could remind us of  Sr. Anne McCarthy's retreat 

conference on humility. We renounce our sense of  national and personal entitlement, 

acknowledge the harm we have done to the planet and to others and realize that our 

choices have an effect that is far beyond ourselves. We also acknowledge that God is waiting 

to heal us if  we do this. 

 

Paul writing from prison where he is awaiting the death penalty-certainly a reason to feel 

anxious-tells the Philippians that the way to peace is prayer. His trust in Christ and his 

intense prayer life have opened him up to what he calls "God's own peace," and he counsels 

them to imitate him and other leaders in the faith community who live lives that invite 

peace.  

 

Way back in 1961 Thomas Merton had thoughts about praying for peace and freedom. In 

New Seeds of  Contemplation he wrote "If  people really wanted peace they would sincerely ask 
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for it. But why should God give  the world a peace which it does not really want." If  by 

peace and freedom we mean the liberty and leisure to devour the earth without feeding 

those who are starving or the absence of  physical violence that might cast a shadow over 

our comfortable lives. "Many pray for peace and wonder why their prayers are not answered. 

Because their idea of  peace is only another form of  war." 

 

Jesus, on the eve of  his betrayal and death, leaves his disciples peace, that the world cannot 

give. He promises the Spirit to comfort, encourage, advocate for us and remind us of  Jesus' 

presence among us. 

And Jesus came to proclaim a God of  universal love; love was at the center of  his teachings. 

It includes everyone, no outsiders. For Elizabeth Johnson universal love includes all of  

creation. She writes,"Jesus' vision of  the reign of  God includes wholeness and shalom for all 

creatures, even the least important in the present hierarchy of  values. Jesus enacted and 

proclaimed the Reign of  God. To be a disciple is to put one's feet in the footsteps of  Jesus 

and, in the power of  his Spirit, to continue in one's own historical time and place, his 

mission of  announcing and signing the coming of  the Reign of  God. 

 

This peace is an active peace.  It goes beyond good wishes to working toward peace in the 

many places where it is needed and in whenever way we can do it. In this way we do our 

part in the effort to bring about a peace that does not need to be enforced by bombs and 

walls, God's own peace that the world cannot give.        

 

John Winthrop gave his sermon on a ship full of  pilgrims headed for Massachusetts Bay. It's 

a good reminder for us as a nation in this time of  division: 

for this end, we must be knit together in this work as one, we must entertain each other in brotherly and sisterly 

Affection, we must be willing to abridge our selves of  our superfluities, for the supply of  others necessities, we 

must uphold a familiar Commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience and liberality, we must delight 
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in eache other, make others Conditions our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labour, and suffer together, 

always having before our eyes our Commission and Community in the work, our Community as members of  

the same body, so shall we keep the unity of  the spirit in the bond of  peace, the Lord will be our God and delight 

to dwell among us, as his own people and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways…   


